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CHAPTER 1
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Emily Cole

WHY IS THE DAY SO HOT?

This ridiculously heavy dress isn’t helping. It’s absurd that I’m wearing seven layers of fabric and a frame for a wedding with no guests, held outdoors. All a mere whim of my fiancé.

“Fiancé.” That word makes my stomach turn.

My vision blurs and I have to close my eyes and concentrate to keep from falling. I haven’t been well for days. Ever since I agreed to this marriage, I’ve felt like I could collapse at any moment.

“Sign the papers.” Andrew Miller’s rough voice makes me look at him. He’s sixty-three, which means there’s a forty-year age gap between us. He’s a tall man with a prominent nose, thin lips, and blue eyes. “Don’t waste any more of my time.”

I want to scream in frustration. Andrew is one of the worst people I’ve ever met. He pursued me for months, with the help of my adoptive parents, until I had no way out.

Calling Ava Cole and Roy Cole parents is a huge joke. The only reason they adopted me was for the government benefit money they received.

The Coles were never really my family. The only thing keeping me tied to them is my younger sister, who is still in their custody.

But as soon as she’s legally independent, we’re getting out of here.

As I sign the papers, I see Ava Cole’s wide smile, and my fingers go stiff. I hate doing exactly what she wants, and I hate leaving my sister alone with them.

“Say goodbye to your parents,” Andrew Miller orders. “We’re finished here.”

I obey the old man, even though I want to run. I stop in front of Ava and Roy.

“I’m leaving,” I say, my voice weak.

“Be a good girl.” Roy grips my arm tightly, as if making a threat.

“She knows what she has to do, doesn’t she, Emily? You won’t disappoint us with that bad temper of yours.” Ava smiles horribly.

“You promised that while I’m gone, you’ll take care of Lily. So if I find out you’re neglecting her, you can’t count on me anymore. Understood?” I pull my arm free from Roy’s fingers.

Living with my adoptive parents, I learned that horrible people find each other easily and always turn everything around them into chaos and pain.

“You know, as long as the money keeps hitting the account, I’m a very good man,” Roy replies.

Yeah, right!
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I LEAVE THE COLES BEHIND and get in the car with Andrew. It isn’t long before we’re pulling into his mansion. The property is so large the nearest neighbors are miles away.

“I’ve waited so long for this.” Andrew smiles as he squeezes my waist. “Go to the bedroom and get ready for me.”

“Yes, sir,” I confirm.

“Put on the nightgown I left on the bed. Don’t be long.”

A knot forms in my throat and another in my stomach. I walk toward the bedroom as if it’s death row. As soon as I enter the room, I pick up the transparent lace nightgown in my hands.

This old pervert!

I sit in an armchair placed to the side of the room. What if I ran away? It wouldn’t be too late, would it? Did I make the right choice? Was there really no other way?

I feel hot tears trace a path down my cheek. When I try to take off the wedding dress, its silk tears accidentally, but it brings me a grim satisfaction. So I start pulling at the more fragile parts of the fabric, ripping it into several pieces.

Not satisfied, I search the drawers for something sharp until I find a small razor blade. With the thin blade, I continue cutting the extravagant fabric. I let my anger and frustration overflow as I destroy the matrimonial symbol.

I see the shreds of fabric scattered all over the floor and feel my hands grow tired. I know I must look disheveled now, with my makeup smeared, wearing only the undergarments from the dress, which are also a bit torn.

The bedroom door opens without warning, and I jump, startled. Andrew’s eyes widen, and then his face turns red.

“What are you doing, you stupid girl?” He takes heavy steps toward me. “You think you can disobey me?”

I take a step back, keeping my distance. My legs are weak. I’m not feeling well. It feels like I’m going to fall apart at any moment. He reaches me and grabs my arm.

“I’m sorry,” I cry, hoping he’ll let me go.

“I’ll let it slide this time, because you’re going to make me very happy right now,” he declares as he tries to finish undressing me.

I freeze for a moment, in shock. However, when his lips force themselves onto mine, I push him away on reflex. Andrew stumbles against the bed and, furious, gets up.

“You dumb bitch,” he curses, coming at me.

Before I can dodge, his hand strikes my jaw. I fall to the floor as he starts kicking me. I’m too weak to react, I can’t get up.

“You’re mine, I bought you,” he screams. “Who do you think you are? You’ll obey me one way or another. Slut, whore.”

I try to move away from him, but it’s useless. My head spins with each new blow. The pain makes me curl up. Suddenly, Andrew stops hitting me. I raise my head slowly and see him falling. He tries to say something, but he can’t. His face is completely red.

Seeing him suffer like that makes me smile.

I get up from the floor, feeling my whole body ache, and Andrew reaches out an arm, as if asking for help. I walk past him without hurry and leave the room. When I reach the living room, I shout for help. Tommy, the driver, appears and I tell him the old man is having a fit.

I wanted to leave him there to die alone, but I can’t do that.

I sit in the living room, watching the wretched creature being carried off to the hospital. I know I can’t stay here. The answer to my questions is right in front of me. Yes, it was a terrible idea to accept this marriage.

When he gets back from the hospital, I’ll be dead. What was the point of coming all this way?
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I SEE TOMMY APPROACHING and only then look at the clock. I realize several hours have passed.

“Mrs. Miller, you should get ready and go to the hospital. Mr. Miller has just passed away,” he informs me.

“How?” I feel my eyes widen.

“The doctors did everything they could, but he didn’t survive the heart attack,” Tommy says regretfully.

“So, I’m a widow?” I ask.

“Yes, ma’am,” he confirms.

My whole body is aching and I can barely move, but I use all my strength to stand up. Now that Andrew is dead, I don’t know how to feel. I’m not happy, but I’m not sad either.

​
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




Andrew Miller

IT FEELS UNREAL THAT my secretary and best friend, Adam Carter, is telling me my father is dead. I’d spent years ignoring any news about him, but this time I can’t escape. I always wanted to forget I was his son, but my father was so self-centered he gave me his exact name.

To him, I was just an extension of himself. That’s why I put as much distance between us as I could, though I never managed to get far enough.

“This is so inconvenient,” I sigh.

“You’ll need to cut our trip short and go to Salem,” Adam informs me.

I study my secretary’s face, which is completely pale. I’ve known him for nearly twenty years and have rarely seen him so shaken. My father’s death seems to have affected him more than it has me.

“I don’t see the need, Adam. I’ll send a team to handle the funeral arrangements. My schedule is packed.”

“The press will be announcing the governor’s father’s death any moment. If you appear indifferent, they’ll use it to undermine your campaign.” Adam adjusts his glasses, as he always does when broaching a sensitive subject. “They’re already complaining about the fact you’re not married. Soon they’ll start saying you hate everything to do with family.”

Whenever a new problem arises, the marriage topic settles in like a white elephant. After watching my father marry so many times, I realized it’s a foolish ceremony, full of empty promises, yet people cling to it anyway.

“Hell,” I complain, surrendering to the inevitable. “Arrange everything for our departure.”
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I STOP IN FRONT OF the house entrance, surrounded by a dense garden, and am overtaken by memories of my childhood. Hundreds of days spent running among the trees of the woods that hide a small, lonely creek—my refuge until I was sent off to boarding school. Overall, this place always seemed to have a heavy air. Though full of staff, its silence is deafening. The smooth, white walls match the emptiness that always existed here.

I pass through the old wooden door and am greeted by the housekeeper, Mrs. Smith. When I lived here decades ago, she was one of the people who looked after me.

“Welcome, Mr. Miller. I’m so glad you came!” the elderly woman says in a hushed tone.

“Hello, Mrs. Smith. How are things?” I ask.

“It’s strange to think he’s gone,” she says, her gaze dropping to her own hands.

“Yes, indeed,” I agree, though I don’t want to talk about him. Even if I am here for his funeral. “I’ll be in the study. Please don’t let anyone in.”

“Yes, sir.”

I climb the stairs and walk until I reach my father’s old office. I remember spending hours in this room when he was away. I open the door and turn on the lights.

What is this?

I see a girl seated in the chair, slumped over the desk, completely still. I move closer. She has long black hair covering her face.

“What are you doing?” I ask, but she doesn’t move.

Is she alive?

With my fingertips, I brush aside the hair covering her face. Her skin is nearly perfect, except for the purplish shadows under her eyes and a cut on her lips, which have a heart-shaped curve.

I’ve never seen her before. She looks so young, so tired, and so beautiful.

Her eyes snap open and she jumps from the chair, startled.

“Who are you?” she asks.

“I’m Andrew,” I reply, noticing her face is slightly swollen. “Andrew Miller.”

“But...” She widens her eyes, confused. “Andrew Miller is dead. You...” She points at me. “I know you.”

“You do?” I arch an eyebrow, curious.

“You’re the governor of Oregon.” She narrows her brown eyes. “Governor Miller. You have the same name. What’s going on?”

“My father gave me his name. He was very fond of himself.” I shrug.

“Is this really happening?” She presses her hands against her face. “Am I dreaming? Delirious? Why would I dream about the idiot governor?”

“You called me an idiot?”

The woman doesn’t answer, just slaps her own face. I take a step toward her, as if to help, but she takes a step back.

“Ow! That hurt.” She rubs her cheek. “I really am awake.”

I notice her torso is slightly hunched, making her seem stooped, though it doesn’t diminish her beauty.

“Yes, you are.” I frown. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

“I...” she begins, then freezes. “I...”

I hear a knock at the door, and then it opens.

“Excuse me, Mr. Miller, but Attorney Jones has arrived,” my secretary announces.

“Send him in,” I order.

“I’ll let you handle this, excuse me,” the woman says, starting to walk toward the exit.

“Mrs. Miller.” The lawyer stops in front of her, blocking the way. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Mrs. Miller?

What does that mean?

The answer comes as a whisper in my mind, reminding me of reality.

It can’t be.

“Thank you. I need to go,” she replies.

“Don’t leave,” I command. I need confirmation, even though the situation is clear; my whole body refuses to believe it. Not because my father wouldn’t marry in secret, but because I don’t want to believe the woman in front of me is my father’s wife. “What is this ‘Mrs. Miller’ business?”

“You weren’t aware your father had remarried?” Jones asks.

The answer I didn’t want has arrived.

“No, I was not.”

“The marriage took place yesterday,” Jones explains. “It was a very discreet ceremony. No guests.”

“You’re his wife?” I stare at her.

“Now, I’m his widow,” she replies.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter. “How old are you? Another gold digger.”

“I am not a gold digger,” she protests.

“So you married for love?”

“Yes, I married for love,” she answers, resolute.

“You’re my father’s eighth wife. I know how girls like you are; you’ll do anything for a bit of money,” I say.

Her lips tremble, as if she’s holding back tears. She’s beautiful, even with her face flushed and on the verge of crying.

“You don’t know me, you have no right to judge me,” she defends herself.

“You’re a beautiful woman with no dignity, willing to do anything for money,” I retort, and in the same instant, her hand connects with my jaw. She’s stronger than she looks. The other two men in the room stare at us, shocked. For a moment, I’d forgotten they were here. I signal for them to stay quiet as I glare at the woman. “Plenty like you have passed through this house.”

“You are exactly what you seem: a huge idiot. As cruel as your father. You’re just like him.”

“I thought you married for love,” I challenge.

“I did,” she confirms. “But not for love of him.”

I can’t keep looking at her; her presence is an affront.

“Adam, get this woman out of my sight. I don’t want to see her ever again.”

“Sir...” my secretary begins, but I cut him off.

“Do what I’m telling you, now,” I warn in a hard tone.

I take out my wallet and write a check.

“You won’t get anything more than this. I know my father well enough to know he’d never leave a wife to inherit anything.” I grab her hand and make her hold the check. “Leave without making a scene, or I’ll make your life very difficult.”

She opens the slip and checks the numbers. Despite looking profoundly unhappy, she clutches the money in her hands and walks out of the office.

“Bring me all the information about this marriage and about that woman,” I order the lawyer.

“Yes, sir,” he confirms.
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CHAPTER 3
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Emily Cole

DESPITE THE PAIN I feel in every cell of my body, I walk toward the exit of the house without looking back. Things are a mess. I’ve been paralyzed since discovering Andrew’s death, because I don’t know what I’ll do with my own life.

The governor is right about one thing: I won’t receive anything, because I signed several papers renouncing any assets. Our agreement was only for a monthly sum while I was married.

Anyway, I wouldn’t have stayed married a single day longer after he hit me. I was already lost before being thrown out, and before that bastard died. And I have no way to save my sister, which was the real reason I got married in the first place.

How will I go home and say I have no money for her full treatment?

This check, which made me feel like the worst person in the world for accepting it, won’t be enough.

“Mrs. Miller, wait.”

I hear a male voice and turn. It’s the man who entered the office. I remember the governor referring to him as Adam.

“What do you want?” I ask, my voice rough.

“You don’t have to leave. You can get your things first, and I’ll take you wherever is most convenient for you,” he says, stopping a few meters away.

“I have nothing in this house,” I declare. My things are at the place I live. Here, there are only the clothes Andrew bought for me. I don’t want to take more than the bare minimum from this place. “But you can drop me downtown. I’ll manage from there.”

“Wait a moment, I’ll get the car.”

My financial situation is only slightly better than my physical state. The pain is so intense I want to cry.
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I’M DROPPED OFF NEAR a bus stop. I sit on the bench and wait. The first bus passes, but I don’t get up. How can I go home empty-handed?

I promised I would save Lily. I can’t do it.

The area isn’t busy, so I take the chance to cry. Every breath makes my chest ache, and the pain swells with my tears. I lift the hem of my blouse a few inches and examine the bruises scattered across my skin, left by Andrew’s blows.

Bastard!

I feel a flicker of fear as night takes over. I want to get up and move on, but I can’t. I need a little space before I can think of a way to fix everything.

The sound of footsteps and people talking makes me open my eyes, startled. I don’t know when I fell asleep. I inhale the cold air slowly, trying to muster some courage. I can’t keep running.

I get on the bus, and as I get closer to my destination, my heart beats faster. To make things worse, I feel nauseous. I often get sick in closed vehicles, but today I feel worse than usual.

Before I get home, I see Ava. As soon as her eyes land on me, she hurries over.

“What are you doing here?” she asks, shouting.

“Let’s not make a scene.” I frown.

Ava grabs my arm and pulls me into the building where we live. The apartment door closes and she continues yelling:

“Have you lost your mind? Why did you come back here?”

“Andrew died.”

“I know that, but you have to stay there. You were married to him, you’re the heir. They’ll have to give you some money.”

“Wake up, Ava. You read the marriage contract, you know I have no right to anything,” I say, impatient. “I’ll find another way to help Lily.”

“Another way? You’re flat broke.” She puts a hand on her hip. “Go back there and make a scene. Figure it out, but get your share.”

“I’m not doing anything,” I protest. “I shouldn’t have even accepted this.”

“You’re going to let her die? Is that how you say you’re a good sister?” Ava lets out a fake, harsh laugh. “What’s the point of saying you love her if you do nothing to help when she needs it?”

“I’ll figure it out!” I shout. I don’t know how, but I will.

“You’ll figure it out?” Roy passes through the kitchen doorway and glares at me. “I’m taking you back. You only leave that house for a very fair price.”

“I’m not going. He gave me a check. It doesn’t cover everything, but combined with what you got from the wedding, we can keep up her treatment for a few more months. In the meantime, I’ll get more than one job if I have to.”

Roy takes the check and looks at it with contempt.

“You accepted this pittance?”

He grabs my arm and starts pulling me out of the apartment. I try to fight back, but I’m in too much pain all over. Roy’s hand moves to my hair, grabbing it so hard I feel dizzy and fall in the hallway outside the apartment.

“Get up!” Roy bellows.

The neighbors are so used to his shouting, they don’t even bother coming out to see what’s happening anymore.

I struggle to pull myself together, but I have trouble moving. I feel tears streaming down my face, and Ava and Roy stare at me impatiently.

Suddenly, I start to hear footsteps. I squeeze my eyes to clear my vision. How is it possible the governor is here? What’s going on?

My parents look as shocked as I am. I wonder if they knew the governor is that disgusting man’s son.

“What’s going on here?” Andrew asks, stopping in front of me, seeming uncertain about helping me.

“I fell,” I reply.

“Then get up,” the governor orders.

He seems to make a decision, gripping my waist and supporting me in his arms.

“Come, Mrs. Miller.” Adam hurries toward me and offers support in place of his boss, but the governor pushes him aside and keeps me in his arms.

“Wh... why are you here, sir?” Roy trembles. “What did this girl do wrong?”

“We need to talk, but it can’t be here in the hallway,” Andrew states.

The pain hitting me worsens. My mind is spinning. If I didn’t have someone holding me up, I wouldn’t be able to move. I’m carried into the apartment and sit on the sofa, leaning my head against the backrest. No matter how much I try to get comfortable, nothing helps.

The Coles sit down, as does Andrew. Ava can do nothing but stare at the governor, like a moth fascinated by a light.

“We have to resolve our situation,” Andrew begins the conversation. “You must have seen in the paper that it was reported that we got married.”

“We? How?” I ask, confused.

“There was a mistake. Everything indicates my father sent my documents to have the marriage contract drawn up. So, by law, we are married,” Andrew explains, his tone irritated.

“You’re Mr. Miller’s son?” Roy leans forward, clearly shocked.

That answers my question; he didn’t know either. I wasn’t the only one who failed to connect my late husband’s name to the governor’s.

“I believe that should be easy to fix. Just file for an annulment and explain the situation,” I reason. Even though it was in the papers, as he said, it shouldn’t be hard to resolve, especially for someone so powerful. “Why did you need to come here?”

“I’ll need your cooperation to deal with the media,” the governor explains.

His gaze is hard. It’s obvious being here is a great effort for him, which leads me to believe he wants more from me than just an interview to deny the situation.

“Right, right!” Roy smiles. “But what do we get out of it? I mean, how much do we get?”

“If you need our daughter’s help, then you’ll pay for it, won’t you?” Ava leans her shoulders forward, excited.

I just want to disappear.

“Mr. and Mrs. Cole.” Andrew picks up a folder and takes out some papers. “I’m aware of the deal you made with my father. I’ll pay double the amount you received for their marriage, if you sign this confidentiality agreement.”

Roy takes the papers and reads them.

“And if I don’t want to?” Roy crosses his arms. “If you want us to sign this, it’s because something big is coming.”

“You have a fraud case stalled in the courts. You can’t talk from inside a jail cell.” Andrew stares at Roy. “You should accept my first offer; the second one isn’t generous.”

Roy, though reluctant, signs the document, and then Ava does the same.

“I’ll take Emily so we can continue this conversation elsewhere. As for you, don’t forget that if you say anything about me, my father’s marriage, or anything related to my family, I’ll make sure you spend a very long time in jail,” Andrew threatens.

“When will the money be in my account?” my adoptive father asks.

Andrew Miller doesn’t answer, he just stands up and signals for his assistant to help me.

“I need to see my sister,” I say, my voice weak.

“We don’t have time. After we settle a few details, you can see her.”

I want to protest, but I have no strength. We leave the apartment and get into a black car.
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Andrew Miller

LIKE FATHER, LIKE DAUGHTER. A family of vultures.

I lead the girl to the office and wait for her to settle into a chair. Her hands are trembling slightly, her body is hunched, her skin pale.

Something has seemed off about her from the moment I first saw her, but I’m not getting involved in her problems. Whatever it is, I hope it doesn’t inconvenience me more than it already has.

“I want you to be my wife.” I’m direct.

The girl’s eyes widen, but she says nothing. Is she surprised? Or is she calculating how much she can get out of this? I couldn’t say. Apparently, she’s the type who’ll do anything for financial gain. That’s good; people like that are easier to control.

“Why?” she asks. “How?”

“Everyone is talking about our marriage, and for now, it will be better to let that stand as the truth,” I explain.

“There’s an election next year. Are you avoiding a scandal, or trying to win over the conservatives?” She stares at me. “The fact that you’re a confirmed bachelor puts you at a disadvantage against your opponent.”

“Me? A bachelor?” I feel a flash of indignation. How dare she speak to me that way?! “You seem well-informed about the elections. Yesterday, you put on quite a show pretending not to know who I was, but now it makes sense. Obviously, it was all an act.”

“I didn’t know about your father. I wasn’t pretending. You’re not the center of the universe, to think everyone should know your family tree. Besides, you should thank me for recognizing you, since your campaign photos are full of Photoshop. Mr. Miller, you shouldn’t deceive the public. In person, you’re not as handsome as they say.”

First, she calls me a bachelor, and now she says I mislead people about my looks? What an irritating girl!

“I’m not a model. I don’t edit my photos,” I state. “Let’s get back to what matters. I’ve made a list of the people who were present at the wedding. It’s fortunate there were no other guests. It was your parents, the official, and a lawyer. Did anyone else know about it?”

“No.”

“Do you have any hidden photos?”

“No.”

“Then we can proceed. You’ll have to sign new agreements so we can correct some inconsistencies,” I inform her.

“I didn’t say I’d agree to be part of this.” She frowns.

“I’ll ensure you are very handsomely rewarded financially.” I watch her closely. As expected, her expression shifts at the mention of money. “You’ll live like a queen by my side. I know you want that.”

“You think you know something about me, but you don’t. You don’t know me,” she emphasizes.

“So, you don’t want the money? I won’t offer twice.”

The woman falls silent, seeming to think it over. If this news about marrying her hadn’t spread like wildfire, I would never have chosen someone like her for this role.

My choice would still be a woman money could control, but never someone this young and uneducated. Never someone who married my father.

But I am so close to the future I want. Nothing will get in my way.

“I agree, but I need the money fast.”

“So predictable,” I murmur.

“And I have a condition.” Emily stares at her own hands. “You can’t hit me. And if you do, our agreement is over. I want that in a contract.”

“I don’t hit women. What kind of thought is that?” I ask, unsettled that she would even consider the possibility.

“Better safe than sorry. I don’t want to go through that aga—” She shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. I just want a contract.”

A knock on the door draws my attention, and I see Adam enter the office.

“It’s all confirmed. The viewing will be tomorrow morning,” my secretary announces.

“Good.” I sigh. I want to bury him and be done with it. No matter how hard I try to feel something, I can’t. In a way, my father was a stranger. I turn my focus back to the woman in front of me. “Go to your room and be ready for tomorrow. I’ll send up the clothes you’re to wear to the funeral.”

Emily opens her mouth as if to say something, then thinks better of it. She just gives a slow, agreeing nod as she gets to her feet.
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I GIVE UP ON TRYING to sleep, get out of bed, pull on a shirt and some shoes. I need some fresh air.

As I pass by one of the rooms, I hear the loud clatter of something falling and head toward the sound. Entering the kitchen, I find Emily nearly slumped on the floor, a saucepan beside her.

“What are you doing?” I ask, moving closer.

Emily doesn’t answer, just curls in on herself a little more. I see she’s sweating, despite the cold. I crouch in front of her and place a hand on her forehead. She doesn’t protest, seeming excessively weak. Her eyes are as they were before: tired and sad.

Is it possible she’s grieving for that man?

“You have a fever,” I tell her. “Have you taken anything?”

“I...” She groans and points to the saucepan. “I was going to heat some milk to take a pill.”

“You should get up. Lying on this cold floor will only make it worse,” I advise.

The woman presses her palms against the floor, straining to get up. I notice on her thigh, just below the hem of her shorts, a large purple bruise.

“Let me help you,” I offer.

I take hold of her waist, but she grunts and pushes me away.

“Don’t touch me.”

Her shirt rides up an inch, and I see another bruise on her skin.

“Why are you so bruised?”

“A wedding gift from your father,” she replies, finally sitting up. A mix of shock and anger floods through me. How could that bastard do this? I thought there was no way left for him to disappoint me. She seems to be studying me. “Don’t feel sorry for me. We’re not friends.”

“I don’t feel sorry,” I lie. I feel sick that she went through that. I try to remember if my father was ever violent like this. I don’t recall; during the time I lived in this house, he was always traveling. “Hell! How dare he hurt you?”

If he weren’t already dead, I’d kill him myself. Father or not.

“None of it matters anymore. I’ll go back to my room.” She starts to stand, but loses her balance and sits back down.

“I’ll take you.”

She agrees with a nod. I carefully gather Emily into my arms and carry her to my father’s old room. The place is still full of his things. I do my best to ignore the memory of him. When this is all settled, nothing that was important to him will remain. I’ll erase his mediocre passage through this world. I lay the girl on the bed and cover her.

“I’ll call a doctor,” I say.

“So worried about me, are you?”

I am!

“No one hurts my wife. Not even my father.”

“We’re nothing to each other, Andrew.”

It doesn’t matter. You’re mine now. And I hate knowing someone hurt you.

“I need you well for the viewing tomorrow. We’ll be seen together, and I can’t have you ruining my image,” I reply in a cold tone, even though my impulse is to take care of her. Why do I feel so responsible? “I’ll be right back.”

This feeling of helplessness is agonizing. I am the Governor of Oregon and the future president of this country, but right now, I am just a furious man.

Outside the room, I call the doctor and wait for him to arrive.

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Emily Cole

“EMILY, YOU NEED TO wake up.” The governor’s voice is soft and hazy. Why is he in my dreams? I feel a touch on my shoulder—maybe it’s not a dream. “Come on, Emily.”

I force my eyelids open. Andrew is beside me, his gaze fixed on me. He is, undeniably, handsome. His blue eyes contrast with his black hair, his eyebrow is thick and forms a perfect, soft arch, while his well-defined jaw makes him even more attractive. He doesn’t look much like his father, so I imagine he takes after his mother.

“I’m awake,” I announce.
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