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Chapter 1


          

          
            Aiden

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey.”

      I crack my eyes open to find Eve coming to sit next to me. She’s holding two cups and offers one to me. I take it, but the last thing I need right now is caffeine. I’m already so jittery.

      Jittery and a little heartbroken.

      “Thanks,” I mutter. Looking at her out of the corner of my eyes, I try to figure out how I should feel right now. After all, Eve is the good kid, always getting straight As and all the parental praise. I’m her mirror opposite, the black sheep. A blot of dark ink staining the white page of our family tree.

      Even though she’s eight years younger than me, right now I’m relying on her for how I should behave. Her eyes are puffy, her nose pink. As if she’s just been crying or is just about to burst into tears at any moment.

      She sets her coffee on the ground, below her hard plastic bucket chair. We’ve been sitting in these chairs, in the dimly lit hallway, for what feels like weeks. In reality though, it’s only been a few days.

      I feel the urge for a whiskey keenly. I glare up at the long tracts of fluorescent lighting. Everything in this damn hospital is so shiny and yet so drab, squeaky clean white and somehow tinged with a hint of gray at the same time.

      Shooting me an empty smile, Eve nods toward the wall opposite us. In the falling evening light, the wall has the balls to be lined with tacky glittery cards wishing the hospital patients well. It’s nearly as bad as the other wall, which has inspirational quotes from all different faiths cut out of faded construction paper.

      “What do you think that even means?” she says, nodding to the card right in front of us. “The body may suffer, but love is eternal.”

      I sigh, shaking my knee. “I don't know. At least it doesn’t say thoughts and prayers. Almost all of the other cards seem to think that is meaningful in some way. And that’s not even counting the religious version. Apparently Jesus is waiting to take the suffering into his arms. Sounds creepy.”

      Eve rolls her eyes a little at my joke. “Don’t be an ass. Families that are religious need comfort too, you know. Just because we weren’t raised believing doesn’t mean that no one was.”

      I let out a snort. “How are we supposed to be comforted? Mom is dying. It’s a pretty permanent condition.”

      Eve looks at me for a long second, her green eyes boring into my face. She has this way of being able to see past my bullshit, which is not exactly among my favorite things about her. Along with a haughtiness and her need to correct everything everyone says, it’s good thing I only see her in times like these.

      “I’m glad to know that you haven’t changed at all since you moved out to the west coast,” she says. “You still think you’re funny.”

      I shoot her a glare. That stings. I feel like she knew it would.

      She sighs and pulls out her phone. She makes a face and then hits a few buttons.

      I crook an eyebrow. “Really? Your mom is dying of pancreatic cancer and your friends are still pelting you with news?”

      She shoots me a glare. “It was an email from my college, if you must know. But yes, my friends are checking up on me and offering their condolences.”

      Sitting back, I feel disgruntled. “Condolences. That has lost all meaning to me. Just look at this wall in front of us. It’s nothing but condolences and talk of how faith will guide our loved ones into their eternal rest. It’s such a crock of bullshit.”

      Eve’s lips twist. “They are there for people who believe.”

      Ignoring that, I look at my watch. “Do you know where Dad is?”

      She stiffens a little. “No.”

      She doesn’t like being the only one that still talks to Dad, but Dad holds the purse strings. For someone still in the last semester of college, that puts her in a weird position. I eye Eve.

      “No doubt he’s drowning his sorrows in booze and expensive call girls. Or maybe he has a new secretary that’s holding his attention. Anything to not be here, right?”

      Eve looks down at her Styrofoam cup. “I’m not interested in playing his defender, Aiden. I may not hate him as much as you do, but… I don't have warm and fuzzy feelings about him either.”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. I fish it out, giving Eve a look as I do. It’s a text from Grayson about how he and Olivia are both thinking of me. I know that my best friend means well, but reading the words just makes me feel numb inside.

      That’s a whole barrel of snakes that I’m not really ready to deal with just yet. Rolling my eyes, I shove my phone back in my jeans.

      Eve sips her coffee with a vaguely amused look. “It seems like someone is checking up on you too.”

      Sighing, I lean back, sprawling out a little bit. There is no one else in this hallway except the nurses at a station at the end. It’s still and silent.

      “Grayson,” I admit begrudgingly. “He was just texting that he and Olivia are keeping me in their thoughts.”

      Eve looks thoughtful. “Olivia’s his little sister?”

      I picture Olivia, with her soft dark hair and her timid smile. It makes my lips lift. “Yeah. You guys would’ve met at that fourth of July barbecue party that I took you to a year ago.”

      Eve doesn’t pull a single fucking punch. “Ohhh. She was the one you were flirting with all night?”

      I look at her, my annoyance clear on my face. “I think you’re thinking of someone else.”

      “No. I remember her. She was a pretty brunette and she blushed at everything you said in her direction. And because you are Dad’s son, you ate it up.” Her lips quirk. “Grayson would be smart to watch you.”

      I cross my arms. “Are you trying to be a pain in the ass right now, Eve?”

      “No. Just telling the truth. Or am I predicting the future?”

      I narrow my eyes. Eve of all people knows that I have spent my whole life hearing that I’m bad.

      Bad at school.

      Bad at staying calm.

      Bad at being faithful to one person.

      And Eve is always posed at the other end of the spectrum, the good little girl to my rebellious bad kid. She usually resents the label more than anything, but I guess today she’s just being a priss.

      Granted, neither of us is at our best today. Not with our mom dying in the room beyond.

      A light starts flashing outside Mom’s room. I sit up a little straighter, gripping my coffee cup. Overhead, there is an announcement pumped through unseen speakers.

      “Code blue, room 220. Code blue, room 220.”

      Fuck. Is this it?

      This can't be it.

      I’m not ready.

      Eve slips her hand into mine, gripping it hard. I rise out of my seat, unsure what to do. My mom’s room is a sterile environment, requiring everyone who enters or exits to be wearing a gown and a mask. Three doctors clad in white coats come running down the empty hallway, intent upon entering Mom’s room. One of them is my mom’s main oncologist Dr. Erslinger, a tough, no nonsense type of woman.

      I’ve never seen Dr. Erslinger run before. That can't be a good sign.

      They rip open the door and go in, putting masks on as they do. I get a glimpse of Mom as the door shuts; pale, limp, surrounded by tubes and beeping machines as she lies on the hospital bed.

      “Fuck,” I mutter.

      I’m not ready. I’m not.

      Eve tugs me back down to her level, forcing me to sit down. I look at her, wondering how the fuck she can be calm right now. But when I look at her face, all the color has been leeched from it. Her eyes are fixed on the door and they are slowly filling with tears.

      She’s not calm. She’s petrified.

      As another doctor comes down the hallway, I wave an arm at him. “Please tell me what’s going on.”

      The doctor pauses by the door, glancing in the window. “I think Mrs. Moreland is in acute respiratory distress. That means⁠—”

      “She can’t breathe,” my sister cuts him off. She sounds hostile, even for a person with tears in her eyes. “Give us some damned credit.”

      Bowing his head, the doctor turns and pushes Mom’s door open. As he is about to go inside, Dr. Erslinger comes out, tearing off her mask. The doctor is probably in her sixties, her blonde hair gone mostly silver. As she starts to speak, I feel Eve grab onto my arm, as if she’s holding onto a life raft in the middle of the sea.

      The doctor hesitates a beat. “The alarm you just heard was fairly serious. Your mother had trouble breathing. As you know, your mother’s cancer has spread to nearly everywhere inside her body, including the liver. She’s in acute liver failure. Based on my observations, I believe that your mother will not be with us for much longer. I would say perhaps a day, maybe less.”

      Eve immediately bursts into tears, burying her head against my shoulder. I tear up too, but I force myself to control it, putting my arm around my sister.

      But inside, I’m awash with sickness. I’m nauseated at the thought that I’m going to have to sit here and do nothing while my mother dies.

      “Thank you,” I say, bowing my head briefly.

      Eve sobs as she leans against me. And I just hold her up, my stomach roiling.

      “I should call Dad,” I say, but I make no attempt to move.

      She sniffles, sucking in a breath. “I can’t believe we’re going to have to call him back to his dying wife’s bedside.”

      Dr. Erslinger clears her throat. “Mrs. Moreland would like to see you, Aiden.”

      I feel like I’m made of lead. “Me? Alone?”

      Dr. Erslinger gives me a look that’s conciliatory. “Yes. Eve, I was wondering if you would come down to the nurse’s station with me just to go over some details? It’ll only take a minute.”

      “No,” Eve says, shaking her head. “Whatever Mom has to say, she can tell both of us.”

      I give her an odd look. “I think Mom can ask for whatever she wants today, Eve.”

      Eve doesn’t respond right away. Then she actually hits me, curls up her fist and drives it into my arm. “Fuck you, Aiden. She always did like you better. I would think that you would try to show me some compassion right now.”

      My jaw clenches. Does my sister not remember that my mom’s death affects me too? I breathe out slowly. “Go with the doctor, Evie.”

      Eve and I stare each other down for a second, then she sniffs and unwinds herself from me. She stands up. “Sure.”

      As Eve and the doctors drift off down the hall, I stare at my mom’s door. Getting up, I go over to the heavy wooden door, knocking on it gently. I open the door and see my mom there on the bed, propped up by a mountain of pillows. The sun is shining and the blinds are pulled back from the windows.

      It’s almost distracting enough that I don’t notice that my mother has a dozen tubes and IV drips running down to her fragile arms. She’s looking severely jaundiced, worse than she was this morning even.

      “Mom?”

      She blinks, opening her eyes. She reaches up and touches her purple head wrap. “Aiden, yes. Come here, please. And shut the door behind you.”

      Like a robot, I do as she says. I’m aware that I haven’t been alone with her in a couple of years, especially not while she’s been in the hospital. I feel like I’m totally out of my depth here.

      I also feel like a shitty son for not visiting Mom more. It’s weird to focus on myself when my mom is dying though so I just cram it down inside and try to compartmentalize it. Coming over to her bedside, I pull up a heavy chair.

      She looks almost translucent beneath the yellow of her skin, and more wan than I have ever seen her. Her hair and eyebrows have faded away, eyelashes too. When she smiles at me, I can see the pain in her eyes. She draws a long breath.

      “Aiden.” She reaches her hand out to me and I hasten to fill it with my own. When I grip her hand, she smiles. “I have something to tell you. I’m afraid you’ll just have to let me get this out.”

      My stomach sinks. A deathbed confession? That can’t be good.

      Hopefully she has secretly been stealing money from Dad for the last thirty years. But if that’s what she has to tell me, why not let Eve into the room too?

      I lick my lips nervously, not knowing how to respond.

      My mom closes her eyes. “When you were little, I imagined that I would tell you when you were older. But time just flies by, doesn’t it?”

      My heart pounds but I maintain my composure. “Yes.”

      “When I was twenty years old, I married your father.” She hesitates, opening her eyes. “But I spent the summer before that on the west coast, near Seattle. I worked for a wealthy family there named the Morgans. I became infatuated for a time with the oldest son, Thomas.” She stops, drawing another breath. “I left the west coast suddenly, without ever saying goodbye. I met and married your father two months after that.”

      I’m quiet, trying to do the math in my head of what she actually means. She squeezes my hand, drawing my gaze to her.

      “I suspect that your biological father is Thomas Morgan, not Michael Moreland.”

      Her words send me into a kind of shock. What the hell is she talking about?

      “Mom…” I shake my head, then look over at the morphine drip attached to her arm. “That’s… you’re not thinking right. The meds the doctors have you on…”

      She clutches at my hand. “I’m making sense, Aiden. It’s important that you listen to me. This could be the last time I have the chance to talk to you like this.”

      “Mom…” I start, feeling anger rising inside me like a tidal wave. “You’re saying that my dad isn’t my dad?”

      She nods, her chin wobbling. “Yes.”

      A sense of betrayal slithers low in my belly. I’m not just angry, I feel… disgusted by her.

      My lip curling, I rip my hand out from hers. “He beat me black and blue, Mom! Every fucking day! And you just let him.” I rise, pointing at her. “You watched him beat me and tell me I was stupid. He made my childhood hell! And now you’re telling me that he wasn’t even my real dad?” I start seeing red. “All that time, you could’ve told me! And yet, instead of letting me go to… whatever… you just sat and let me get my ass beat?”

      “I’m sorry,” my mom says, feebly trying to reach for me. “You don't understand…”

      “No. I definitely don't understand,” I say. My hands are shaking. I’m picturing my dad leaning over me, pressing the buckle of his belt against my tear stained face. Whispering that I deserve what he’s about to do to me… Then he raises the belt and brings it down full force across my back, causing me to cry out.

      A sob rises from Mom’s chest. “I’m so sorry, Aiden…”

      The crack of that belt hitting my flesh rings through my memory. I grit my teeth. A tear slips down my face.

      “You know what, Mom? Fuck you. You’ve disappointed me for the last fucking time.”

      Whirling, I storm out of her hospital room, so furious I can't even think or see straight. Eve is coming down the hall as I stride down it, a disbelieving look on her face.

      “What happened?” she asks, grabbing at my arm.

      “Our mom’s a whore,” I spit back, evading her grip.

      Her look of perfect surprise is more than I can take. I shake her off and head for the stairs, pushing open the door and taking stairs down two and three at a time.

      I make it down to the parking lot in no time at all. Soon I peel out, burning rubber in my haste just to leave the damn place. I can't even hear the noise of the tires against the pavement over the voices in my head.

      Every single voice angry, every one shouting at full volume inside my head.

      I drive into the night, knowing full well that I’m not going to return, even though she’s only got a day left. Let Eve have her.

      I’m done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Aiden

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get the hell out of my apartment!” she shouts, steaming mad. She’s standing by the tall open windows of her Port Angeles apartment, still buck naked. She looks jiggly and yet somehow statuesque at the same time as she leans out with a bundle of my clothes.

      That’s a moment to remember. But I know I won’t. There have been too many Emmas to count recently. I guess there is a reason she’s a model after all, because she is the very picture of grace even as she hurls my clothes out the window.

      “Emma—” I say, holding my hand up to ward her off.

      The other hand holds a silk bedsheet, covering my junk. Two minutes ago, we were naked and writhing around in her bed.

      Then she asked about brunch tomorrow with her friends and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. All this, before we actually fucked. It’s too much for anybody, most of all me.

      I made what was obviously in retrospect the huge mistake of being blunt and honest about my needs. After all, I only plan on being here for a few more hours at most.

      I have plans. Stuff I need to do while I’m in town. After this, I’m headed back to base camp to lead a ten-day tour.

      That wasn’t what she wanted to hear, I guess. Thus she’s now dumping my stuff out the window and demanding I leave.

      “Oooohhhh. My name is Emily! Em-uh-lee!” she screams. Her mascara is starting to pool and give her raccoon eyes, but I don’t think that now is the time to say anything.

      She seems more than a little unhinged. It’s common practice in my life for the women that I sleep with to be a little insane. After all, I like them to be tall, blonde, and gorgeous. Usually that comes with a whole side of daddy issues that makes them try very hard in the bedroom.

      “That’s what I meant,” I say calmly. The whole situation is getting a little out of control now, so I start to back toward the apartment door. “I’m on my way out now, so…”

      She picks up a pillow from the floor and flings it in my direction. “Good. Just leave!”

      I get the picture. Grabbing my keys and phone from her kitchen counter as I slink out, I rush down the stairs of her apartment building. As I burst into the cool night air, I shiver. I’m glad it’s summer, I guess. In the winter in northern Washington, this close to the beach, it gets bitterly cold.

      As opposed to now, when the temperature is merely cool. Almost balmy. It’s a new moon tonight, almost no illumination coming from the sky but the patient stars.

      Gathering my clothes from where they lie strewn across the street, I hobble back to my lifted black Jeep and quickly dress. My wallet is still in my pants, which I’m glad for. Having to replace my wallet for the third time this year is not really on my to-do list. This is far from the first time I’ve been in this exact situation, and it’s probably not the last time either.

      Still, ordering a new set of credit cards and a new ID is a pain in the ass.

      The pleasant buzz I had going on is fading. I get in my Jeep and drive down highway 101, heading back to Whiskey Bend. That’s where the base camp for the National Park Service is, where I’m stationed as a park ranger.

      I crack the windows a little bit and enjoy the cool night air on my drive back through the inky darkness.

      I don’t think about what just happened.

      I don't think about how it feels like my life is ever-so-slightly out of control.

      And I definitely don’t think about the Morgan family as I pass by the turn off to get to their estate. In fact, I speed up, just to avoid having to think about them.

      Okay, maybe I just wonder about them a little. About my mother, too. I imagine my mother — now deceased — when she was much younger, exploring their estate. That was before I was born. Right before she met my bastard of a father, who brutalized and bullied her until her dying breath.

      I haven’t been able to bring myself to tell anyone but Grayson about her passing. Not yet.

      Maybe not ever.

      It’s too painful a subject. Especially when I start thinking about what she confessed to me as she was dying.

      Was she just on so many drugs that her addled mind invented an affair?

      Or was she just trying to right a wrong that took place thirty years ago?

      The fact that I still don't know is just fucking with my head.

      I look out the window and try to think of something else. Soon I pull my Jeep around the last bumpy turn, and Whiskey Bend spills out before me. Above me as I climb out of my vehicle, I can't see the sky. There is a dense canopy of tree leaves over the camp site. The familiar wood cabin style buildings in the forefront welcome me. In the distance, there is a huge ropes course built, intertwining with the trees.

      A familiar figure stands on the porch of the largest cabin that doubles as a mess hall, waiting. As I get closer, I can make out my boss Nate. He wears his usual khaki shorts and a Whiskey Bend tee shirt, his feet clad in sandals. His arms are crossed as he leans against the outside of the mess hall. His bald head gleams in the feeble light.

      I stride forward, taking the steps to the mess hall two at a time. It’s only when I’m close that I realize that Nate is extremely pissed off at me. I slow down as I catch the hostility in his stare.

      Nate is usually pretty easygoing, so his mood is unexpected.

      “Hey,” I say, climbing the last step. That brings us eye to eye, or at least it would if he wasn’t almost a foot shorter than me. At 6’3, I am taller and broader than most men.

      “Hey.” His tone is curt. His expression says that he’s about to tell me something bad.

      “How is Grayson?” I ask. My longtime best friend has been on rocky ground himself recently, trying to cope with heavy PTSD and his ex-girlfriend showing up here. Yeah, maybe it’s a good topic to shift focus off myself, but I do genuinely want to know.

      “Grayson is… well, he’s still pretty unhappy that I just saddled him with his assignment… it’s only the beginning of the summer and he’s already bent out of shape. He seemed upset about how he and Rachel have quite a history, I gather.”

      My lips tip upward. “Yeah, something tells me that he’s going to have a long summer as Rachel’s babysitter. Any word from either of them since they left base camp yesterday morning?”

      “No. And I don't expect to hear anything either. I’ve made it clear to him what his choices are. He can complain about his assignment, or he can work here,” Nate replies evenly. “Grayson will be fine. But I’m afraid we have a bigger problem, Aiden.”

      “Ah.” I rub the back of my neck. This can't be good. “What’s that?”

      “One of the travel agencies called and lodged a complaint against you. Again. I guess you had sex with someone that works for them this time and she was apparently inconsolable afterward. Something about how she’d been saving herself for true love?”

      I scrunch my face up. “That… could sound familiar.”

      Nate gets angry. “God damn it, Aiden! We’ve talked about this!”

      I roll my eyes a little bit. I can't help it. “No, you said that you don't want me charming women that work here⁠—”

      “Stop. Talking. Right. Now.” He pushes off the wall, narrowing his eyes and pointing a finger in my face. “You are out of control, man. And you’re obviously not even sorry about it. How can I trust you to take any tour groups out?”

      Now I’m getting a little hot under the collar. “That woman knew exactly who I was and what I wanted before she chose to climb into bed with me. It’s not my fault she got high hopes for the future or whatever. I didn’t give her any reason to have them.”

      Nate makes a frustrated sound. “You have a problem, Aiden. Seriously. I don’t know who or what you are lashing out against, but it’s not happening here anymore.”

      I still. “What, are you firing me?”

      He gives me a look. “No, but I am placing you on unpaid leave. You can come and go from base camp as you wish, but until you get your head screwed on right, I’m not giving you any more tour groups or any park-related jobs.”

      “What the fuck, dude? Because I messed up a couple of times? I’ve seen you with Grayson, you’re like the most patient person on earth for fuckups.”

      He crosses his arms again. “First off, you were warned repeatedly not to dip your pen in the company ink. And second of all, Grayson fucks up because he has bad PTSD from his time in the Navy. You know that as well as I do.”

      I fold my arms across my chest, mirroring Nate. “I was in the Navy too, you know.”

      “That is not the point!” Nate explodes. “I’m tired of babysitting you and Grayson. And now, because you pissed me off, you can say goodbye to being scheduled on any shifts for two months.”

      “Are you fucking serious?” I ask, my teeth gritted.

      Nate holds out his hand, effectively shooing me off the mess hall porch. “Serious as sin. Go find Jesus or a therapist or something. Do an ultramarathon for all I care. Just get yourself straight. I don't know why you’ve been so aggressive since you got back from your vacation, but… You’ve got to find some way of channeling whatever is going on with you into something productive.”

      My fists clench. My vacation, as Nate called it, involved going back home to New Jersey and watching my mom die. Not only that, but she told me a big secret, something she had been keeping inside since the moment of my conception.

      And yeah, maybe in the three months since then I’ve been a little badly behaved. It would help if I had told anybody about my mom’s death, I guess. Or about her deathbed confession.

      I can feel myself superheating, getting ready to punch Nate right in his stupid face while yelling things that will probably get me fired. So I turn and stomp down the stairs, trying to stifle all the rage I have building in my chest.

      I can't help but hear echoes of what I’ve heard my whole life in what Nate said.

      I’m bad.

      I’m in trouble.

      I have it coming for what I did.

      My jaw is clenched so hard and my fists are squeezed so tight that my head is about to pop. I can't stop picturing my father looming over my eight-year-old self, slowly taking his belt off.

      You know what’s going to happen now, he would say. Get ready, you sack of shit.

      I shake my head stiffly, shaking the image until it’s gone too.

      Fuck that. And fuck Nate too. As a matter of fact, fuck the whole entire National Park Service for ever hiring such a prick to be my supervisor in the first place.

      Nate is just doing his job. A small part of me realizes that. And that part of me is the only thing that keeps me from wailing on him. Instead my fury just washes through my body, growing more and more concentrated each time I think about it.

      As I head to my cabin, I’m half blinded by my anger. I need a drink. Actually, I need a fuck, a really fantastic piece of ass to wash away the bitter bile I’m tasting right now.

      Stopping still, I reverse my course. I can come back for my stuff later. Right now, whatever I’m seeking isn’t going to be found in Whiskey Bend. I storm over to my Jeep and get in, peeling out into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Olivia

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ugh!” I groan.

      I toss my phone on the seat of my beat up, borrowed sedan with a disgusted sigh and peer out the windshield. My map on my phone doesn’t work if I have no service, and apparently being a whole hour and a half outside Seattle is far enough for that.

      It’s pouring with rain way out here in Belway Point. Now that I have actually made it out here, the lush greenery surrounding my car on both sides mixes with the white patter of the rain, making the entire world look like an abstract impressionist painting. Just two turns back I was looking out at the deep blue sea over a bluff, and now I am deep in the jungle somehow.

      The pacific northwest is so confusing to a girl from New Jersey.

      I’m supposed to be driving out to the Morgan estate, in the desperate hope that they will hire me as an archivist. Old documents and family records are what I’m the most interested in; but without going to school for my master’s degree, I’ve sort of hit a dead end in the archiving business.

      That is, assuming that this doesn’t pan out.

      Starting the car again, I creep forward on the unpaved road. I’m afraid I will hit something or someone if I go any faster in this downpour. Looking at the clock on the dashboard, I start to sweat.

      I’m supposed to be at my meeting in fifteen minutes. I arrived here with plenty of time to spare, but now I’m caught up on this last step. I look out the window, hoping against hope for a sign that will point me toward the house.

      “Come on,” I mutter. “Where are you, Morgan estate?”

      After another minute of driving along very slowly, I see a wrought iron sign with the family name on it.

      “Yes!” I squeal. Turning slowly down an overgrown lane, I bump my way down for a few minutes until I reach a large clearing with the house in it.

      The rain slows down enough for me to make out details of the house a little bit better. It is three stories high, painted a dull gray color, and extremely old-fashioned looking. It is missing most of the shutters and the paint is peeling. And either I’m crazy, or the whole entire house is leaning distinctly left.

      Still, it’s definitely worth looking at. I didn’t expect it to be so big, even though it is referred to as an estate. Looking at the dash, I realize that I’m almost late. So I straighten my dress, lift my shoulder bag onto my shoulder, and then make the mad dash from the car up to the porch.

      I make it to the porch fine, but my dress doesn’t. Long and made of white linen with a skinny little leather belt, it looks like a hot mess when I examine it. That’s not even considering my hair, which I’m sure hangs like a heap of wet rags. Before I can do anything though, a very squeaky door opens.

      A little old lady comes out, using her walker as a support. If she were less than ninety years old, I would be shocked. She’s dressed in a head to toe black crepe dress and looks like something out of the turn of the century. She smiles anxiously at me.

      “Are you Olivia, dear?” she says, rather loudly.

      I tuck my hair behind my ear and nod. My cheeks heat. “Yes. I’m supposed to be here about the archivist position.”

      The woman grimaces. “You’ll have to speak up, my dear. I’m afraid I’ve gone a bit deaf in the last few years.”

      Unsure how loud to be, I lean closer to her and raise my voice. “I’m Olivia. I am here to be your archivist. It is nice to meet you!”

      She closes her eyes, nods, and smiles. “I’m Margaret Morgan. It is a pleasure! If you’ll come inside, please, I’ve laid out tea for us.”

      She seems very polished and polite, very starched too. As I follow her inside the house, I look with wide eyes at the grand foyer with a huge decorative staircase. Everything in here gleams, though the wood floors are a bit careworn and the brass staircase a bit tarnished. The inside of the house is still spotless, despite what I might have guessed from the outside.

      Margaret heads to the right, through a set of heavy doors that have been propped open. Here I do a double take. Several very finely appointed couches and a couple of end tables are clustered around the fireplace. As promised, it looks as though tea has been set up for us.

      Margaret hobbles over to one of the couches and sits down, gesturing for me to do the same. “Please, please. Take a seat.”

      I sit down on the sofa closest to me, ignoring the plume of dust that rises from the couch. Margaret serves me finger sandwiches and some petit fours before relaxing with her own plate.

      “Tell me about yourself!” she declares. “Have you a family, my dear?”

      Coloring, I clear my throat. I’ll have to remember to speak up, which is sort of foreign for me. At least with strangers. Margaret does make me feel a little more comfortable than I would normally be in a job interview, though. “Just my brother, ma’am. I just graduated from Kean University and I would like to start work as an archivist…”

      “Why should that be?” Margaret asks, biting into a petit four.

      I have to think about that one. “Because I love old books and files, I guess. They are less demanding than most people I know…”

      “You are quite right about that, Olivia.” The older lady chuckles into her teacup. “You know, I checked your references out and heard nothing but glowing positive reviews from your college.”

      My cheeks color. She must’ve called the librarians at Kean University, then. I don’t want to say that they all thought I walked on water, but I will say that the ladies there did dote on me. “It’s nice to know that I was appreciated.” I pause, trying to think of an interview-appropriate question. “What are you looking for from an archivist, specifically?”

      “What’s that?” she says, cupping a hand around her ear.

      “I asked what you are looking for from an archivist!” I half-shout.

      She sighs. “I’m afraid that the Morgan family has declined a great deal since we were at our height in the early 1930s. We don’t have much to offer in the way of salary, but I can offer room and board and a small stipend. Two hundred dollars a week, we will say. Plus, you’ll be getting firsthand experience archiving our records.”

      She pauses. “But I must ask… what are you hoping to get out of archiving?”

      I feel my cheeks heat. “If I can just get some experience, I can apply to work somewhere prestigious. It is my dream to do this job for the National Preservation Society, but there are actually a lot of jobs out there. They just go to… well… to be honest, they go to people with more experience or formal education than I have.”

      Margaret makes a face. “Phooey! I have never had a formal education and I turned out to be the most well-learned of all of my siblings. Education isn’t something that I require. We can give you the experience you need.”

      My eyes well up. Honestly, even a job that pays almost nothing is a thousand times better than working at a dead-end job in Seattle making coffee. I lean forward, trying to repress my excitement. “That all sounds great to me. You won’t regret hiring me.”

      She smiles. “I’m already certain of that. But I must warn you… I am afraid that I don't have any access to that Inter Net that’s all the rage with you young people. Not in the main house, and not anywhere on the property.”

      I consider that for a moment. I can get whatever I need off of my cell phone, I guess. “I don't think that will be a problem.”

      She leans in. “What are your hobbies, then?”

      I flush. “Well… I do a little yoga in the mornings. To unwind, I like to read. Oh! And I love a little dark chocolate.”

      That’s an understatement. I keep at least four full bars of dark chocolate with me at all times. When I’m stressed or depressed, dark chocolate is one of the only things that can lift me out of a funky mood.

      She sits back, appearing satisfied with my answer. “I think you’ll fit in just fine here, my dear.”

      I purse my lips. “If I may ask, what state are your records in now?”

      Margaret looks away for a moment. “They are in a rather distressing state of dysfunction, I think. It is best to show you before you agree to anything, I think.”

      My brows rise. “Oh?”

      She rocks back for a second, working up the momentum to get off of the sofa. I notice that her shoulders are hunched as she beckons me. “Come. You’ll see.”

      Curious, I follow her out of the parlor and a short way down the hall. She rocks and she walks, hobbling toward a pair of rolling double doors. It gives me a strange type of anxiety to watch her walk; I can tell that walking hurts her fragile old bones.

      When she reaches the doors, she turns to me with a grimace, leaning against the doorway. “Would you be a dear and open the doors? I can hardly manage these days.”

      “Of course,” I say.

      The heavy wood doors each have a brass handle in the middle to slide open. Clutching them, I roll them back with some difficulty. The doors are on a track at the top and the bottom and they definitely haven’t been well serviced in years.

      When I open the doors, I suck in a breath. The room itself is huge, at least two stories tall. It has soaring ceilings, buttery hardwood floors, airy light filtering down from cobweb-covered skylights. The walls are covered in bookcases, lined with ancient-looking books.

      But there are papers and books in towering stacks, covering every inch of the floor. I can see where there are paths cut into the stacks that were kept by someone small-statured at some point in the past. When I opened the doors, I disturbed a cloud of dust and now it drifts toward me.

      “Oh my,” I say, coughing a little and waving my hand in front of my face.

      Margaret studies my face. “Indeed.”

      I look at all the piles of books and papers. They don’t make me feel daunted, but I will definitely need some assistance to get them down, a little at a time. And I don't think that Margaret will be much help in that area.

      Turning to Margaret, I blow out a breath. “It is an enormous challenge.”

      Her mouth turns down. “Yes. Of that, I am certain.”

      “I would need help. Someone to lift anything heavy.”

      She suddenly beams. “If I told you that was not a problem, would you take charge of this task?”

      My heart beats a little faster. “I would be honored, Mrs. Morgan.”

      I reach my hand out when she offers me hers. I find myself more than a little surprised at her strength. She leans in.

      “Do call me Margaret, dear. After all, you’re going to be the family archivist.” She glances inside the library and sighs. “I’ve just hired a nice young man to help around the estate, but I don't think he would mind helping in here too. He’s actually already here, staying in the staff lodging where you will stay, if you’re amenable to it. Let me just call him…”

      She shuffles off toward the front of the house again, leaving me to trail in her wake. As she goes into the parlor again, I hear heavy boots on the front porch. The front door swings open, silhouetting a tall figure.

      For a second, I freeze.

      That looks like…

      But it can’t be…

      Handsome as sin and broad as an oak tree, Aiden Moreland steps inside, his eyes finding my figure like a magnet. My heart skitters to a halt. His dark eyes widen just as Margaret steps back into the hallway.

      “Olivia?” he says, puzzled.

      “Aiden?” I answer.

      My mouth goes dry. My heart starts pounding.

      The only man I’ve ever been in love with, the one who seems to look right past me, is standing in the doorway. His brow is furrowed, his dark gaze threatening to burn me to ash.

      I’m confused, because Aiden has a full-time job already. He is a park ranger, like my brother Grayson. We have known each other since I was a skinny eight-year-old and he was fourteen, already resembling the man he would one day be.

      Margaret looks between us. “You two know each other, then?”

      I turn crimson, although I don't know why. “I⁠—”

      “Yes,” Aiden says. “She’s my best friend’s little sister.”

      I drop my gaze. There it is, stated plainly. I am forever defined in Aiden’s eyes by my older brother and the relationship Aiden and Grayson have. It’s stifling, being put in this restrictive box, but I am here nonetheless.

      “Oh!” Margaret says, pleased. “You’re practically family, then. Well, it should be no problem for you two to work together for the summer. It’ll be nice, don't you think?”

      My mouth is so dry that I have to swallow a couple of times before I speak. “Ummm… yes?” I mumble.

      Aiden’s gaze narrows on me. “Should be fine,” he mutters.

      Margaret looks between us, still beaming. “That’s splendid. We’ll take it step by step then. Does that work for you, dear?”

      I nod, my cheeks still burning.

      She hobbles over and clasps my hand in hers. Her skin is cool and papery against mine.

      “Why don’t you show Olivia the staff quarters, Aiden?”

      “Fine,” he repeats, moving back through the doorway. He waves a hand to beckon me, but his eyes don’t seem welcoming at all.

      My heart hasn’t stopped thumping since Aiden opened the door. I don’t know what to think or feel about Aiden just now, though my body tenses the way it always does when he’s around. With a huge gulp, I move toward the front door, wishing like hell I knew what was going on.
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      The second I see Olivia, my heart starts pounding.

      Fuck.

      No, but seriously, fuck.

      She’s not supposed to be here. She’s not even supposed to be in this state. Hot, smart, and very very off limits…

      Olivia is my weakness, personified. I don’t have many hard and fast rules, but the ones I do have I stand by. Like never, ever touching Grayson’s little sister. He has warned me off of her more times than I can count.

      Yet… one look at her, and I am willing to throw away my rules.

      And I have to be so on my guard right now, since I am basically living on the Morgan estate under totally false pretenses. I haven’t found out anything about my parentage yet but I’m going to make moves soon.

      Assuming that Olivia doesn’t totally blow my cover.

      “Aiden?” she asks softly, her big blue eyes imploring me.

      Fuck.

      “Outside,” I growl, halfway dragging her toward the door.

      She could make a big deal out of my presence here. She has no way of knowing that I am here sort of undercover, to find out more about my mother’s claim that I am a Morgan.

      But she just gazes at me, thoroughly surprised. I rush her out of the house as fast as I can, before she accidentally reveals something I don’t want Mrs. Morgan to know.

      The rain has stopped by now, but the air is still humid. My clothes cling to me, and I notice that Olivia’s white dress is partially see-through. Yanking my gaze away, because I should definitely not be trying to see what she has on underneath, I steady myself.

      I can't stop my body reacting, though. Tightening, as if I’m stupid enough to actually act on what she makes me feel.

      No fucking way.

      I wait until I follow Olivia down the front porch steps to question her. I’m some mixture of angry and turned on and confused, but I want to be certain that we are not in earshot of Mrs. Morgan before I start asking questions.

      Olivia looks at me carefully, her eyes large and so damned blue. She has long dark hair, smooth and silky, and her eyes are rimmed with long, dark eyelashes. She blushes a little.

      God, that color in her cheeks makes me crazy. I want to reach out and pull her in, give her a reason to flush so prettily. I clench my fists, because there is no way I’m doing that.

      “What are you doing here, Aiden?” she asks, seeming flustered.

      Her voice is low, almost raspy. It makes the hair on the back of my neck rise. I shift my gaze backward, checking that Mrs. Morgan has closed the heavy front door.
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