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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book is not safe.

Cruel Bloodlines contains themes of severe emotional and psychological abuse by narcissistic parents, toxic family dynamics, gaslighting, manipulation, and institutional threats used as weapons of control. The central relationship involves step-siblings with no biological relation. Their bond is forged in trauma — volatile, explicit, and unapologetic.

Content includes hate-fueled intimacy, extreme possessiveness, primal dominance, panic attacks, disordered coping mechanisms, and graphic language throughout.

The characters in this story do not heal quietly. They do not forgive. They survive their monsters by becoming worse ones.

If any of these themes are harmful to you, please protect yourself first. This book will still be here when you're ready — or it won't be for you at all. Both are fine.

Reader discretion is strongly advised.

"The cruelest families don't break you with fists. They break you with dinner tables, dress codes, and the quiet understanding that love was never part of the arrangement."

— Romy Blackwood
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THE VULTURES

Silas

My father married women like other men bought cars — for the status, the depreciation curve, and the quiet thrill of knowing he could total them whenever he wanted.

Wife number three stood at the altar in Vera Wang, smiling like she'd just closed a hostile takeover. Which, in a way, she had. Genevieve Covington — née Beaumont, briefly Covington, now Hawthorne — had clawed her way into my father's estate with precise precision. Six months of charity galas, four strategic dinners, one weekend in Capri, and here we were. Holy matrimony. The crowd applauded like they were watching a merger announcement.

I sat in the second row because sitting in the first would've implied I gave a damn.

Three hundred guests. Crystal chandeliers. Imported peonies flown in from a farm in Provence that probably had a waiting list longer than most organ transplant registries. The Hawthorne estate chapel — yes, my father had a private chapel, because nothing says "I am a reasonable man" like consecrated ground on your own property — was packed with people who hated each other and dressed beautifully to prove it.

I loosened my tie. My father would notice. Good.

The officiant droned about love and commitment, two concepts my father understood like a surgeon understands a body — clinically, from the inside, and only to cut.

I scanned the pews. Senators. Hedge fund vampires. A news anchor who'd interviewed my father three times and never once asked about the class-action lawsuit. Everyone performing their role in this grotesque theater, and every last one of them knowing exactly what this marriage was: a press release with a kiss at the end.

Then I found her.

Second row. Opposite side. Spine so straight it looked bolted to the chair.

Blair Covington.

My new stepsister. The word tasted like a joke someone forgot the punchline to.

She sat with her ankles crossed, her hands folded in her lap — left thumb pressed hard against the inside of her right wrist. Counting her own pulse. I'd seen combat veterans do the same thing. She wore a pale blue dress that covered her collarbones, her shoulders, everything her mother would've wanted covered. Her hair was pinned in a way that must have taken forty-five minutes and was designed to look effortless. Nothing about this girl was effortless. Everything was assembled, measured to a frequency only her mother could hear.

She was smiling.

Not a real smile. I'd tracked enough fake ones at these events to build a catalog. Hers was the rarest subspecies — the kind so perfectly constructed that most people would never question it. Lips curved at exactly the right angle. Cheekbones engaged. Even the slight tilt of her head suggested warmth.

But her hands were shaking.

Micro-tremors. Just enough to ripple the fabric of her dress where her fingers gripped the hem. If you weren't looking — and nobody in this room was looking, because nobody in this room gave a damn about the decorative daughter — you'd miss it entirely.

I wasn't missing it.

Genevieve leaned into my father during the vows, and I watched Blair's smile tighten by a fraction of a degree. Not pain. Not sadness. Something more interesting. The expression of someone who had been swallowing poison for so long that the taste had become background noise.

I recognized it because I manufactured my own version every morning.

The difference was method. Blair Covington survived by being invisible. By folding herself into the smallest, most palatable shape her mother would accept and holding that shape until her muscles screamed. I survived by being unbearable. Loud, reckless, a stain on every photograph, a name my father's PR team had to scrub from tabloid copy at least twice a quarter. Two strategies. Same war.

But hers was going to fail first.

Compliance has a shelf life. You can only compress yourself into someone else's mold for so long before the deep integrity gives. I'd watched it happen to my father's second wife — the slow erosion, like her sentences got shorter at dinner parties until she stopped finishing them entirely, and then how she simply... wasn't there one morning. Suitcase. Airport. Gone. My father had the locks changed before lunch.

Blair wouldn't bolt, though. Runners had a certain restlessness in their jaw. She didn't have that. She had something worse — stillness. The absolute, terrifying stillness of someone who had decided that endurance was the only option and had buried every exit sign under six feet of discipline.

I wanted to see what happened when the discipline cracked.

Not out of cruelty. Well — not entirely out of cruelty. Curiosity, mostly. The same curiosity that made me take apart my father's watch collection when I was nine. I didn't want to break the watches. I wanted to see the mechanics. The hidden gears, the tension springs, the tiny wound-up heart that made the whole thing tick.

Blair Covington was wound so tight I could almost hear her mainspring humming from across the aisle.

The officiant asked if anyone objected. Silence. Obviously. You don't object at a Hawthorne event. You applaud, you drink the Krug, and you leave your dignity in the coat check with your umbrella.

My father kissed Genevieve. The crowd erupted. I watched Blair clap — polite, rhythmic, perfectly timed. An applause machine. Her mother looked over at her, and something passed between them that no one else would've caught. Not affection. Inspection. Genevieve's gaze traveled down Blair's posture, her dress, her hair, her hemline, and whatever it found must have been acceptable because she turned away without comment.

No comment was the closest thing to praise Blair Covington would ever receive from that woman. And from like her shoulders dropped a centimeter — just one — I knew she was grateful for the silence.

Pathetic.

No. That was my father's voice in my head. I killed it before it finished the thought.

Not pathetic. Trained. There's a difference, and the difference matters. Dogs are trained. Soldiers are trained. Daughters of narcissists are trained with a precision that would make both look amateur. Blair wasn't weak. She was operating under a set of rules so deeply embedded that breaking them probably felt like cardiac arrest.

Which made the idea of breaking them even more compelling.

The reception swallowed us. The string quartet shifted to something by Debussy, and the champagne flowed with the aggressive generosity of people who wanted witnesses to their wealth. I found a pillar near the east wall and leaned against it with a glass I didn't plan on finishing.

Blair moved through the crowd like a diplomat moves through hostile territory — precise greetings, appropriate small talk, a handshake that lasted exactly two seconds. She complimented a senator's wife on her earrings. She thanked a family friend for attending. She stood next to her mother and radiated the kind of composed warmth that belonged on a campaign poster.

And through all of it, that left thumb never stopped pressing into her wrist.

My father appeared beside me. He didn't look at me. He never looked at me when he wanted to make a point — eye contact implied I was worth the effort.

"Straighten your tie."

I took a sip of champagne.

"Silas."

"It is straight."

"It isn't, and you know it isn't, and you loosened it during the ceremony because you're constitutionally incapable of being in a room for more than twenty minutes without making it about yourself." His voice was perfectly even. Bored, almost. The way you'd correct a dog that pissed on the rug for the third time. "Fix it, or leave the reception."

He walked away.

I fixed the tie.

Not for him. Never for him. But because the alternative was a scene, and scenes meant his attention, and his attention was a thing I'd learned to avoid like you avoid downed power lines — not because they look dangerous, but because you've already been shocked once and your body remembers the voltage.

Across the room, Blair caught my eye.

Just for a second. A glitch in her programming — one unguarded moment where the mask slipped and something underneath looked directly at me. Not anger. Not fear.

Recognition.

The look of one prisoner spotting another through the bars.

I held her gaze until she broke it. She looked away first. Of course she did. Good girls always look away first.

I finished the champagne.

This house was going to eat her alive. These people — my father with his precise cruelty, her mother with her polished venom — they would strip her down to nothing and call it refinement. And Blair Covington would let them, because she didn't know any other way to breathe.

Unless someone taught her.

I set the empty glass on a passing tray and pushed off the pillar.

Not to save her. I wasn't built for saving. But a girl wound that tight, caged that carefully, performing that flawlessly — she was either going to shatter on her own, or someone was going to do it for her.

And I'd rather it be me.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ACT I

THE GLASS HOUSE
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FACADE

Blair

Every room in the Hawthorne estate had been designed to make a person feel small.

I stood in the marble foyer with two suitcases and the suffocating awareness that my mother was already tracking my flaws. Posture. Weight. How my left hand gripped the suitcase handle a fraction too tight — a tell she'd trained herself to spot like airport security spots contraband. I released my grip. Straightened my shoulders. Became the version of myself that didn't make her jaw tighten.

"Don't just stand there, Blair."

Her voice floated down the curved staircase, already threaded with that particular frequency — not anger, not yet, but the precursor. The atmospheric pressure drop before lightning. She appeared on the landing in cream silk, every strand of her hair obedient, every line of her face taut with the kind of beauty that cost more per year than most people's mortgages.

Genevieve Hawthorne. Six weeks into her newest surname and she wore it like she'd been born to it. Maybe she had. Some women were built for acquisition.

I dragged both suitcases across the marble. My sneakers squeaked against the floor — a sound so out of place in this mausoleum of taste that I flinched before she could.

"Those shoes." She descended the stairs without touching the railing. Her gaze traveled from my feet to my face and found every stop along the way disappointing. "I told you to pack the Ferragamo loafers."

"They gave me blisters."

"Then wear them until they don't."

She said it like other mothers said I love you — with absolute certainty, absolute authority, and the unspoken understanding that resistance was not a category that existed in our relationship. I nodded. She turned. Conversation over.

The estate sprawled across eleven acres of manicured Connecticut misery. Twenty-two rooms. A private chapel. An indoor pool that could've hosted Olympic trials. Staff who moved through hallways like ghosts trained in discretion. Everything smelled of cedar polish and money — the old kind, the kind that doesn't need to announce itself because the framework does it instead.

My bedroom was on the third floor, east wing. Genevieve's choice, not mine. Far enough from the master suite to be out of earshot. Close enough to be summoned.

I set my suitcases on the bed — a California king with sheets so white they looked aggressive — and stood in the center of a room that had clearly been decorated by someone who'd never met me. Dove gray walls. Neutral curtains. A vanity stocked with products my mother had pre-selected. Even the hangers in the closet were uniform: slim, velvet, spaced exactly two inches apart.

A cage doesn't need bars when it has thread count.

I unpacked methodically. Blouses organized by color. Jeans folded into thirds — not rolled, never rolled, rolling was for people who didn't understand fabric care. Everything my mother had approved. The three items I'd packed for myself — a worn copy of Villette, a sketchpad with a cracked spine, and a tube of cadmium red paint — I slid into the bottom drawer of the nightstand, beneath the extra linens. Hidden. Contraband.

Drawing was the one thing Genevieve hadn't managed to invasion, mostly because she didn't know it existed. I'd learned to sketch in the bathroom at our old apartment in Greenwich, sitting on the tile floor with the exhaust fan running to cover the sound of pencil on paper. Not because drawing was loud. Because anything I loved became a weapon in her hands, and I'd run out of things I could afford to have taken away.

The knock on my door was perfunctory. Three sharp raps. My mother entered without waiting for a response — waiting implied the person on the other side had the authority to deny entry.

"Dinner is at seven." She surveyed the room like a general surveys a battlefield. "Lionel expects punctuality."

Lionel. My new stepfather. I'd met him four times — twice at dinners, once at their engagement party, once at the wedding. Each encounter had the warmth of a deposition. He shook my hand like I was a minor clause in a contract he'd already decided to sign.

"I'll be ready."

"Wear the navy Stella McCartney. And do something about your hair — it's flat."

She left. The door clicked shut with a sound like a period at the end of a sentence. Final. Non-negotiable.

I sat on the bed. Pressed my thumb into the inside of my wrist. Counted. Sixty-two beats per minute. Resting heart rate of a person who was perfectly calm, perfectly composed, perfectly fine.

My thumbnail found the inside of my wrist and pressed until the skin turned white.

But the trick — the trick my mother had unknowingly taught me by making every visible emotion a liability — was that it didn't matter what I was. It mattered what I appeared to be. And I appeared to be exactly what Genevieve required: a well-dressed, well-spoken, carefully edited daughter who enhanced the family portrait without drawing focus from its centerpiece.

I'd been performing this role for so long that some days I couldn't tell where the act ended and I began. The border had eroded. Maybe there wasn't one anymore. Maybe Blair Covington was just the sum of her mother's corrections — a sculpture carved by criticism until the original stone was unrecognizable.

The closet held twenty-six outfits. I counted them while looking for the navy dress. Twenty-six versions of acceptable. I pulled the Stella McCartney from its velvet hanger and held it against my body in the mirror.

Too thin. I could see it in like the fabric hung — designed for a body with substance, draped on a frame that had been quietly shrinking for months. Not deliberately. I ate. I just didn't eat enough, because my stomach had closed itself off how a building shuts down nonessential systems during a power failure. Anxiety ran the grid now, and anxiety was not interested in calories.

I dressed. Fixed my hair. Applied makeup with the precision of a woman defusing a bomb — one wrong stroke and the whole thing detonates. Concealer under my eyes to hide the insomnia. A matte lip that my mother had once called "appropriate." Mascara, but not too much. Genevieve's rule: beauty should look inevitable, not attempted.

At six fifty-three, I descended the staircase.

The dining room occupied the south end of the ground floor. Eighteen-foot ceilings. A mahogany table long enough to land a small aircraft. Crystal stemware that caught the chandelier light and scattered it across the walls in cold, sharp fragments. The room smelled of roast lamb and fresh-cut lilies — a combination so aggressively upper-class that it bordered on parody.

Genevieve was already seated. Lionel Hawthorne sat at the head of the table, reading something on his phone with the disinterested focus of someone who considered other human beings a lower priority than his inbox. He was handsome in like that expensive men often are — not beautiful, but polished to a shine that suggested beauty without delivering it. Silver at the temples. A jaw that looked like it had been designed by a committee. Eyes that assessed value how an appraiser assesses real estate.

He didn't look up when I entered. Genevieve did. Her gaze performed its routine scan — dress, hair, posture, shoes — and found nothing to correct. She returned to her wine without comment.

Approval by omission. My mother's highest compliment.

I sat in the chair across from the empty place setting. "Is someone else joining us?"

"Silas." Lionel said the name the way you'd say root canal — with the weary resignation of someone who'd endured the procedure too many times to find it interesting. "He'll be late. He's always late."

My mother's mouth thinned. Tardiness was, in Genevieve's moral hierarchy, somewhere between theft and murder.

I unfolded my napkin. Smoothed it across my lap. Pressed my thumbnail into the pad of my index finger beneath the table — a private metronome, keeping time with my heartbeat, keeping me anchored to the present moment instead of the spiraling future that this house represented.

This was my life now. This cold, magnificent, suffocating estate. This man who treated my existence as an procedural footnote. This table, these lilies, this silence that smelled like money and tasted like formaldehyde.

Seven minutes passed. I know because I counted each one by the grandfather clock in the hallway, its pendulum marking time with the heavy, deliberate patience of something that would outlast everyone in this room.

Then the dining room door opened.

He didn't walk in. He arrived — like a storm front arrives, reshaping the atmospheric pressure of the room simply by occupying space in it. Silas Hawthorne. Twenty-two years old. Six-two, maybe six-three, with the kind of lean, predatory build that made his disheveled appearance look intentional rather than careless. Dark hair that hadn't seen a comb. A white dress shirt with the top two buttons undone and the sleeves shoved past his elbows. No tie. No apology.

He smelled like cigarette smoke and bourbon. At seven p.m. on a Tuesday.

"You're late," Lionel said without looking up from his phone.

"And you're on your fourth marriage." Silas dropped into the chair across from me with the boneless ease of someone who'd given up on formality as a concept. "We both have patterns."

Lionel's jaw tightened. One millimeter. Two. Then it released. He set his phone down and picked up his fork, and the conversation died like all conversations died in this house — not with a conclusion, but with an amputation.

Genevieve sipped her wine. Her eyes were calculating something behind her perfect bone structure, tabulating the social cost of a stepson who dressed like a bouncer and spoke like a grenade.

Silas didn't look at her. He looked at me.

Not a glance. Not the polite, skimming acknowledgment that normal people exchange across dinner tables. He looked at me like someone looks at a locked box — not with interest in the box itself, but with a deep, unsettling curiosity about whatever was sealed inside.

I held his gaze for exactly one second. Then I looked down at my plate. Lamb. Rosemary. Arranged with the geometric precision of a dish that existed to be photographed rather than eaten.

"Blair, isn't it?"

His voice was lower than I expected. Not deep in the performative way — deep in like that basements are deep. Underground. Closer to something buried.

"Yes."

"The compliant one." He said it like a diagnosis. "Mom must be thrilled."

My fingers tightened around my fork. I felt my mother's attention sharpen from the other end of the table — a predator detecting movement in her peripheral vision.

"Silas." Lionel's voice carried the flat, clerical authority of a man issuing a memo. "Eat."

Silas picked up his knife. Cut into the lamb. His eyes never left mine.

I ate in small, measured bites. Chewed slowly. Tasted nothing. My pulse was doing something inconvenient beneath my jaw, and I pressed my tongue against the roof of my mouth to counteract it — a trick I'd learned from a therapist I'd seen for exactly four sessions before Genevieve decided therapy was "indulgent."

Dinner lasted forty-seven minutes. I know because I counted. Genevieve discussed the upcoming charity gala with the enthusiasm of a woman who understood that philanthropy was just networking with a tax deduction. Lionel responded in monosyllables. Silas ate with his elbows on the table and a posture so deliberately wrong that it functioned as its own kind of violence against the room's aesthetic.

Nobody asked me anything.

When it was over, I excused myself with the words I'd been trained to use — "Thank you, everything was lovely" — and walked back up the staircase with measured steps. Not too fast. Fast meant escape, and escape meant something was wrong, and something being wrong meant my mother would follow me upstairs to dissect whatever emotional failure I'd committed.

I reached my room. Closed the door. Locked it.

Then I sat on the bathroom floor with my back against the tub and pressed both palms flat against the cold tile until the shaking stopped. The tile smelled of bleach and eucalyptus — sterile, anonymous, nothing like a place where a person lived.

I was going to survive this house. I'd survived Greenwich. I'd survived the divorce. I'd survived seventeen years of Genevieve Covington's assembled cruelty without cracking, and I could survive twenty-two rooms and a stepbrother who looked at me like I was a problem he intended to solve.

From somewhere below — two floors down, through layers of old money and imported marble — a door slammed hard enough to rattle the pipes behind the bathroom wall.

Silas.

I pulled my knees to my chest and waited for the house to go quiet. But quiet, in the Hawthorne estate, was just another word for something holding its breath.
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VENOM

Silas

"Pass the salt" was the most dangerous sentence in the Hawthorne household.

Not because of the salt. Because of the six inches of mahogany table it had to cross, and the fact that those six inches contained enough suppressed hostility to fuel a civil war. Every meal in this house was a negotiation conducted with silverware. Every silence was a loaded chamber. Even the goddamn lamb had an agenda.

Three days since the wedding. Three days of watching my father's new wife rearrange the estate like she'd been planning the invasion for years — which, knowing the intelligence I'd gathered on Genevieve Covington-now-Hawthorne, she probably had. New flowers in the foyer. New art on the second-floor landing. A subtle but unmistakable invasion, room by room, surface by surface, until the house reflected her taste so completely that its previous identity would be erased.

My father didn't care. He'd stopped caring about interior decoration around the same time he'd stopped caring about human beings — somewhere in his mid-thirties, based on my calculations, which coincided neatly with the year his net worth crossed the hundred-million threshold. Money, past a certain volume, replaces personality. He wasn't a man anymore. He was a portfolio with a pulse.

Tonight's dinner featured sea bass, asparagus, and a 2016 Chablis that cost more per bottle than most families' weekly grocery budgets. Genevieve had ordered the menu. My father had approved it without reading it — the same way he approved most things related to his wives. Delegation was his love language.

I sat across from Blair.

Three days, and the girl hadn't cracked once. Not a single visible fissure in that porcelain exterior. She descended stairs at precise intervals. She spoke in carefully portioned sentences — never too long, never too short, always grammatically impeccable. She ate with her napkin folded in her lap and her elbows nowhere near the table and the quiet, mechanical efficiency of someone following an instruction manual titled How to Be a Daughter Without Causing Problems.

Fascinating. And infuriating.

Because I could see the cost. Right there, in the spaces she thought nobody was watching. How she touched her wrist when she thought she was alone in the hallway. The way her breathing changed — shorter, shallower — whenever Genevieve entered a room. The way she angled her body toward exits like prey animals orient toward escape routes.

She was drowning in plain sight, and she'd been doing it for so long that she'd mistaken the water for air.

"Silas, elbows off the table."

My father. Of course. The man could ignore genocide but couldn't tolerate an elbow.

I removed my elbows with exaggerated slowness, holding his gaze the entire time. He looked away first — not because I'd won, but because I wasn't worth the energy. A familiar calculation. The cost-benefit analysis of disciplining his only son versus the diminishing returns of engaging with someone he'd already written off.

Genevieve turned to Blair. "How is your room? Have you settled in?"

A normal question from a normal mother. Except like she asked it — bright, performative, pitched for an audience — told me everything. This wasn't a question. It was a scene. Genevieve was playing the role of Caring Mother in front of her new husband, and Blair's job was to deliver her line.

"It's beautiful. Thank you." Blair's smile arrived on cue. Perfect timing, perfect wattage, perfect duration. A smile engineered in a laboratory.

"I had the linens changed to Egyptian cotton. Six hundred thread count. The old ones were barely four hundred." Genevieve shook her head with the gentle horror of a woman for whom thread count was a moral issue. "Lionel, darling, the staff should know the standard."

My father grunted. Agreement by inertia.

I cut my sea bass and watched Blair's hands. Steady. Fork in the left hand, knife in the right, continental style. But her left pinky finger was pressed hard against the handle — hard enough to blanch the nail bed. A pressure valve. She was managing something beneath the surface, and the only tell was a single white fingernail.

"Blair's artwork was quite the highlight of her school portfolio," Genevieve continued, and something in her tone shifted. Cooler. A blade sliding from a sheath. "Of course, she's moved past that phase now. Haven't you, darling?"

Blair set her fork down. Just for a second. Then picked it up again. "I still sketch sometimes."

"Sketching is a hobby. Not a direction." Genevieve's smile didn't waver. It didn't need to. The words did the cutting; the smile just held the wound open so everyone could see it. "Lionel was just telling me about the internship opportunities at Hawthorne Capital. Wouldn't that be wonderful? Real-world experience."

"I'd love to hear about it," Blair said, and every syllable was a small death.

I leaned back in my chair. The wood creaked — antique walnut, seventeenth century, probably worth more than a mid-range sedan. "Since when do you care about internships, Genevieve?"

The table went still. My father's fork paused mid-cut. Genevieve turned to me with the measured patience of someone who had not yet decided whether to treat me as a nuisance or a threat.

"I care about this family's future. All of it."

"Right. Including the part of the family you acquired three days ago."

"Silas." My father's voice. The warning tone — not the angry one. Anger implied investment. This was maintenance. A thermostat clicking on to regulate the room temperature.

I raised both hands in surrender. "Just making conversation."

Blair's eyes found mine across the table. A flash — quick, unguarded, gone before it fully formed. Something in it that looked like the faintest ember of gratitude, immediately smothered. She couldn't afford to be grateful to me. Gratitude implied alliance, and alliance implied defiance, and defiance was a currency Blair Covington had been bankrupt of for years.

I should have left it there. I should have finished my fish, drunk my wine, and retreated to my room to continue the far more interesting work of dismantling my father's financial empire from the inside — a project I'd been building for three years and seven months, assembled piece by piece in encrypted files on a laptop he didn't know existed.

But the thing about watching someone drown is that you either pull them out or push them under. And I'd never been the rescue type.

"So, Blair." I folded my arms on the table — elbows be damned. "What did you actually want to study? Before your mother decided for you."

Silence. The kind that has weight. That settles on a table like a physical thing and presses down on the silverware.

Genevieve's smile hardened into something geometric. "Blair is exploring her options."

"I asked Blair."

My father set his fork down. The sound it made against the plate was precise, controlled, and absolutely lethal. A period. An ending. "Enough."

I held Blair's gaze. She was looking at me with an expression I couldn't fully decode — fear, certainly, but underneath it, something else. Something that had been locked in a basement so long it had forgotten what sunlight looked like and was blinking at the sudden exposure.

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"Art history," she said. Barely audible. A confession whispered in a church that didn't believe in absolution.

Genevieve's hand tightened around her wine glass. Her knuckles didn't whiten — she was too disciplined for that — but I saw the tendons shift beneath her skin. A micro-adjustment. The internal readjustment of someone whose daughter had just committed the unforgivable sin of having an opinion.

"Art history," Genevieve repeated, and her tone made the words sound like a communicable disease. "We've discussed this, Blair. Several times."

"You discussed it." The words left Blair's mouth before she could stop them. I watched the realization hit her face — a split-second of horror, the recognition that she'd broken routine, followed by an immediate, full-body retreat. "I mean — I'm open to other paths. The internship sounds like a great opportunity."

Too late. The damage was done. Not to Genevieve — Genevieve was already readjusting, already filing this moment into whatever psychological dossier she kept on her daughter, ready to launch it later in a private conversation that would leave no visible marks. The damage was to Blair's inner framework. I could see it in like her spine went rigid, her breathing flattened, her eyes went dead.

She'd shown her hand. And in this family, showing your hand was the same as cutting it off.

Dinner ended like it always ended — with Lionel excusing himself to his study, Genevieve gliding toward the master suite, and the staff appearing to clear the wreckage with silent, practiced efficiency. Nobody said goodnight. Goodnight implied warmth, and warmth was not a commodity this house traded in. Marguerite was waiting in the hallway, pretending to organize the guest registry. She looked up when I passed, and for half a second her professional mask slipped. Not pity. Something closer to recognition. The look of a woman who had worked in this house long enough to know what dinner did to the people who survived it.

I stayed in the dining room. Poured myself three fingers of my father's Macallan from the sideboard. Sat in the dark with the chandelier off and the grounds visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows — acres of landscaped perfection lit by strategically placed fixtures, every hedge trimmed, every path gravel-raked, every blade of grass conforming to the Hawthorne standard of control.

Somewhere above me, Blair Covington was sitting in her room, pressing her thumb against her wrist and counting the cost of having said two words out loud.

Art history.

Two words. That's all it took to see the entire machinery of her survival strategy laid bare — the years of swallowed preferences, buried instincts, amputated desires. Genevieve hadn't just controlled her daughter. She'd overrun her. Planted a flag in every corner of Blair's identity and declared it territory.

And Blair had let her. Not out of weakness — I was starting to understand that now — but out of a calculation so ruthless it was almost admirable. The cost of resistance was higher than the cost of compliance, so she'd chosen compliance and paid for it in pieces of herself so small that she probably didn't notice them missing anymore.

I drained the Macallan. The burn traced a line from my throat to my sternum, grounding me in the precise, physical reality of this moment — this chair, this glass, this house full of people who had perfected the art of destroying each other with impeccable manners.

Blair Covington was going to break. Not today, not this week, but soon. The fault lines were already visible to anyone who bothered to look, and I was the only person in this house who bothered to look.

When she broke, it would be catastrophic. And I intended to be standing close enough to watch every fracture spread.

Not to help.

Not to save.

To understand what lived underneath all that perfect, suffocating control — and whether it was worth the demolition.
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CHAPTER 3


[image: ]




BRUISE

Blair

Chlorine and silence. Two a.m. Those were the only conditions under which I could exist without a script.

The indoor pool occupied the basement level of the east wing — an Olympic-length rectangle of water lit from beneath by pale blue LEDs that turned the surface into something lunar. No windows. Concrete walls softened by cedar paneling. The air hung heavy with chemical warmth, thick enough to taste, and the only sound was the low-frequency hum of the filtration system cycling water through pipes older than I was.

I swam like other people screamed.

Freestyle, because it required the most from my body and the least from my mind. Stroke. Breathe. Stroke. Breathe. The monotony was the point — the rhythmic annihilation of thought, lap after lap, until my shoulders burned and my lungs ached and the voice in my head that sounded exactly like my mother went quiet. Not gone. Never gone. Just submerged, temporarily, beneath the physical effort of moving through water.

Twenty laps. Thirty. Forty.

By fifty, my muscles were trembling and the chemical taste of chlorine had replaced every other sensation in my mouth. I stopped at the far wall, gripping the tile edge, breathing hard enough to echo off the concrete ceiling. My reflection stared up at me from the water's surface — fractured, wavering, unrecognizable. Better.

I'd been swimming at night since I was fifteen. Back then, it was the community pool in Greenwich, accessed through a gap in the chain-link fence after the lifeguards locked up. I'd discovered it by accident — insomnia had driven me out of the apartment one August night, and the pool had been sitting there, moonlit and empty, like an invitation no one else had received. I'd climbed in wearing my clothes. The cold had shocked the panic out of my chest in a way that nothing else — not the therapy sessions Genevieve canceled, not the breathing exercises I'd found online, not the careful, practiced numbness I wore like a second skin — had ever managed.

I exhaled underwater. Bubbles broke the surface above me like tiny, escaping prisoners.

Five days in the Hawthorne estate, and the pool was the only room that felt like it belonged to me. Every other space was assembled, surveilled, loaded with invisible rules I was still learning. Don't touch the books in the east library without asking. Don't use the front staircase after ten p.m. Don't leave lights on in empty rooms. Don't, don't, don't. A vocabulary of prohibition so extensive it could fill its own dictionary.

I floated on my back. Stared at the ceiling. Counted the knots in the cedar panels because counting things — anything, everything — was the thread that kept me stitched to the present tense when my mind wanted to unspool into the future and all its unbearable possibilities.

Twelve knots. Thirteen. Four—

"You swim like someone trying to outrun something."

Every muscle in my body locked. I went under for a half-second — water flooding my nose, my eyes — before my feet found the bottom and I surfaced, gasping, shoving wet hair off my face.

Silas sat on the bench against the far wall. Legs stretched out. Ankles crossed. A glass of something amber balanced on his thigh. He was wearing sweatpants and nothing else, and in the blue LED glow, the shadows carved his torso into something sharp-edged and angular — like the shape of this house had seeped into him, all planes and hard corners.

He'd been watching me. The realization landed like a hand pressed flat against my sternum.

"How long have you been sitting there?"

"Long enough to lose count of your laps." He lifted the glass. Sipped. "Fifty-three, if you're curious."

"I'm not."

"Yeah, you are. You count everything. Heartbeats, steps, chews at dinner. It's your version of a rosary."

The accuracy of it hit me like a slap. I pressed my back against the pool wall, crossing my arms over my chest — not modesty, armor. My swimsuit was a plain black one-piece, functional, nothing Genevieve would've approved of for public viewing, which was exactly why I wore it at two a.m. when no one was supposed to be here.

"Get out."

"It's my house."

"It's your father's house."

Something flickered behind his eyes. Beyond anger: the precursor. A spark near dry tinder. "Careful."

"Or what?" My voice came out harder than I intended. Harder than I'd allowed it to be in months. The water must have loosened something — stripped away the layer of careful compliance that I maintained above ground. Down here, below the surface, the rules felt thinner. Negotiable.

He stood. Walked to the edge of the pool with the unhurried confidence of someone who understood that speed was a form of weakness. He crouched. The distance between his face and the water — between his face and mine — collapsed to something uncomfortable.

"Or I'll keep showing up at two a.m. every night until you learn that the only person more fucked up than you in this house is the one you're looking at."

I should have looked away. That was the routine. Look away, disengage, give no fuel. Genevieve had trained this into me like dog trainers use shock collars — through repetition and consequence. You do not engage with conflict. You do not escalate. You absorb, you deflect, you disappear.

But his eyes were doing something I didn't expect. They weren't mocking. They weren't assessing. They were recognizing. The look of someone who sees a wound they carry on their own body reflected in someone else's skin.
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