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      I blink.

      My vision is blurry. My head is spinning.

      I look around and see the stone doorstop in the corner to my left. The front porch light is on and the front door ajar.

      I try to sit up, but pain washes over me, causing me to feel dizzy. I touch something sharp with my fingers. I look down. Glass. There is glass everywhere. I’m lying in a bed of glass.

      What happened?

      My head throbs.

      Something drips onto my arm. I look down.

      Blood.

      Am I bleeding?

      My head continues to throb. I reach up, and my fingers come away bloody.

      I am bleeding.

      The stone. There is blood on the doorstop. The blood. My head…

      Someone hit me over the head…

      
        
        “I never wanted to come here! I never asked for any of this!”

        “Don’t go! Think about Mom.”

        “Don’t bring Mom into this. It’s her fault we’re in this mess in the first place.”

        “Natalia, please!” I reach out for her sweater and tug her back, but she swings her arm and hits me.

        “You’re not the boss of me.”

        The door slams, and she disappears.

      

      

      Whoa. Where did that come from? That memory?

      Natalia.

      Where is Natalia? Did she do this?

      I got off the floor carefully and went down the short corridor to the bathroom. I needed to wash my hair, get the blood out, the glass…

      I swayed, staggered, and hit the walls. I could barely walk. My head felt so heavy.

      But finally, finally, I made it to my bathroom. I closed the door, but it didn’t shut all the way. I undressed and climbed into the shower. I turned on the hot water but screamed when it hit the raw skin on the back of my head. No, no. It’s too much.

      I staggered out of the shower and moved to the medicine cabinet for Tylenol. I washed down two with water straight from the faucet.

      Then, I climbed back into the shower stall and stood under the water. Making it cooler, I watched as the blood mingled with the water, swirling around the drain near my feet.

      Why would my sister hit me over the head with the doorstop? And where is she?

      It took a while for the Tylenol to kick in, and when it did, I slid down onto the floor until the sharp pain turned into a dull ache.

      “Hey, sorry to bother you. I was wondering if you had a razor I could borrow?”

      I screamed. A guy was standing in the doorway to my bathroom. He had a towel around his hips, and his face was covered in shaving cream. His bare chest glistened like he was in the shower himself.

      “What are you doing here? Who are you?” I covered my breasts and my other parts as best I could.

      He raised his hands in surrender.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I knocked. Your door was unlocked, and then I saw the blood… Are you okay?”

      “I… I don’t know. I think someone hit me over the head with my doorstop. Wait, why are you here?”

      “I was having a shower and realised my razor was blunt. I have a job interview tomorrow, so I need to shave. I knew it was a stretch. And I know that now, seeing as you’re…”

      “What? A girl?”

      “Well, yes. Do you at least have a brother or someone who might have a men’s razor?”

      “No, sorry. I live here with my mom and sister. All girls. No men’s products here.”

      He lingered in the doorway a minute, turned as if to leave, then stepped farther into the bathroom.

      “Wait, you’re bleeding. Want me to take a look at that?”

      “I… uh…” He was standing so close now. I completely forgot I was naked. And here was a guy standing in only a towel in my bathroom. A guy I didn’t know.

      “Sure,” I muttered at last.

      Then, surprising me, he stepped into the shower, reached down, and turned me around so my back faced him. Then his fingers were in my hair.

      I shivered and fought the urge to moan.

      “Sorry. Did I hurt you?”

      “No… Who are you anyway?” I almost whispered.

      “Sorry, I should have led with that. I don’t want to seem like a creep. I’m Talys.”

      “I’m Amber.” Talys. I weighed his unfamiliar but pretty name in my head like I was tasting chocolate from an assorted chocolate box, afraid the taste would be gross. But I liked it.

      A moan escaped my lips, totally unsolicited and uncontrolled. Talys chuckled, and I blushed red.

      “I… uh… sorry, but that feels so nice.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t wanna hurt you.” He kept massaging my skull for a silent minute. “This is a nasty head wound. I think I should take you to the hospital.”

      I spun around and faced him then, but I was still dizzy. My feet were still wet, causing me to slip and begin to fall. Talys caught me in his arms. I grappled for hold, and my arms went around his waist. My breasts, my very naked breasts, are pressed against his bare torso. I sucked in a breath. I couldn’t breathe and look up at him. He’s kindly smiling down at me.

      “Hi,” he whispered.

      “Uh… hi,” I whispered, then tried to find my footing again and cover my breasts. “I’m fine.”

      “Amber, you’ve been hit over the head. Your house is a mess, and so are you. I’m taking you to the damn hospital. Sit down and wait there. I’ll just run home, get dressed, and return with my car. Okay?”

      I breathed out. My mom and sister always said I was stubborn and that I hated asking for help.

      But I could die If I don’t. I finally admitted defeat, sat on the shower floor, and wrapped my arms around my knees.

      “Fine,” I said.

      “Thanks. I’ll be right back, okay? Promise.”

      And with that, the cute guy was gone, his bare feet scattering glass in the foyer and disappearing into the night out the front door. I leaned against the wall and waited.
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      True to his word, Talys returned a few minutes later. This time, he was dressed. He has on a blue plaid jacket over a grey T-shirt and black jeans.

      “Come on. Let’s get you dressed.”

      With his help, I found my feet, and he wrapped me in a towel.

      “Can you walk?”

      “I think so, yes.”

      But as I stepped toward him, I staggered and fell on him again. He caught me and, without a word, hauled me into his strong arms. When I was leaning against him in the shower, skin against skin, I could feel his defined pecs and abs, but now that I was in his arms…

      “Wow. You’re strong,” I blurted out.

      He chuckled. “Thanks. I work out. Which way is your bedroom?”

      “Upstairs. The one with the dreamcatcher.”

      “Okay,” he said, grunting and panting as he carried me up the two flights of wooden stairs to the second floor. My vision blurred again, and I tucked my face into his shirt. I couldn’t help but inhale the scent of him. He smelled like a boy, lemons, laundry powder, and something else I couldn’t place. He moved me and set me down. My bottom touched something soft. I looked around and realised we were in my bedroom. I was sitting on my bed in my towel, and Talys was rifling through my closet.

      “I… I can dress myself.” I pulled my towel around my body and went to the dresser drawers to grab some underwear and leggings. From the closet, I grabbed my former school hoodie. I stood in the middle of the floor and looked up at the boy I hardly knew, who had rescued and cared for me.

      But I didn’t know him, despite the fact that I had been pressed against him naked in the shower. My cheeks heated at that thought.

      “Do you mind?”

      “What?” he asked, turning from admiring the posters in my bedroom. They were pop stars and TV shows I liked. His hand was on the stack of books on my desk. Titles I don’t remember buying.

      “Um.. do you mind just stepping out for a moment so I can, um… get dressed.”

      “Oh! Yes. Sorry. Are you okay?”

      “Yes. Thanks, Talys.” Still flushed bright beet red as he quickly stepped out of the room and shut the door, I dressed as quickly as I could manage.

      Once dressed, I opened the door, but Talys wasn’t standing outside.

      “Talys?”

      “In here,” he replied. I followed his voice to the door at the end of the hall. Wasn’t that door closed? My head was still fuzzy. I poked my head into the room and realised he was in my sister’s room.

      Natalia’s room.

      My missing sister. My sister, who might have tried to kill me…

      “What are you doing in here?”

      He was standing with his back toward me, looking at a series of photos on Natalia’s bedroom wall. She had a pinboard with pictures of her friends, boys she had dated, and ribbons she’d won from school sports competitions, with images of girls on the ribbons holding hockey sticks. Hockey. Did Natalia play hockey? I couldn’t remember.

      “Your sister is pretty,” he said.

      “Thanks. I don’t think we should be in here, though. I think we should call the police instead.”

      He froze and spun around fast.

      “Oh, yeah. Your sister is missing. You were hit over the head. It’s a crime scene.”

      I nodded, and the dizziness returned. I grip the door frame.

      “Oh, I almost forgot. We need to call an ambulance, too.”

      He then ran out of the room and down the stairs, leaving me confused at the door to my missing sister’s room.
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      A short while later, my house was filled with police officers, paramedics, and forensic people.

      And Talys and I were separated and questioned individually.

      A female officer interviewed me. She was about my mother’s age, her long brown hair greying at the temples. She had her hat off, resting on the couch beside her. She was seated on the two-seater, and I was on one of the single couches.

      “So all you can remember is waking up with glass and blood all around?”

      “Yeah, and the stone doorstop was covered in blood. I don’t know if it was used to break the glass in the front door, hit me over the head, or both.”

      The woman nodded as she wrote some notes in her notepad.

      “You don’t remember anything else before that?”

      I shook my head. Paramedics treated me, my head wrapped. The paramedics had urged the police to let them take me to the hospital, but the police were adamant they had to keep me at the scene to preserve my limited memories and any evidence they may be left with.

      “What about your sister, Natalia Delacort? Did she mention anything before she disappeared?”

      “I didn’t ask for this!” her voice ricocheted in my mind.

      I shook my head. “No,” I said, lying.

      “So, no mention of a boyfriend? Of her going to meet friends? Was she fighting with anyone? With you or your mother?”

      My head was beginning to throb. I rested my forehead in my hands.

      “No. I don’t remember. Can I go to the hospital now? My head… I need... something…”

      Thankfully, the female officer sighed and nodded in agreement. She gestured at someone behind me. My back was to the front windows, and a pair of paramedics with a stretcher entered the lounge room.

      “I’ll speak with you later, Amber. Your mother said she’ll meet you at the hospital as she’s on night shift there.”

      Night shift. That’s right! My mother’s a nurse! She works at Riverside Oak Hospital. She’s the reason we moved to Riverside Oak in the first place. That, and the ugly split from Natalia’s and my father…

      “Okay,” I muttered as the paramedics helped me onto the stretcher and wheeled me into the waiting ambulance. On the way outside, I spotted Talys still being questioned by police. He looked worried as I was wheeled by but didn’t smile. Didn’t wave. Only stared. He kept watching as the doors to the ambulance closed between us.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I arrived at the hospital, I was taken to the ER, triaged, and transferred to a bed. My mother must have been notified because she appeared when the paramedics disappeared through the curtained-off room.

      “What on earth happened, Amber?”

      Not, how are you, darling? Or, oh my God, my poor baby, like most mothers. Just the same old judgmental Renee Delacort tone. The same old bullshit. Typical. I would roll my eyes, but my head was throbbing too badly.

      She looked over her shoulder and closed the curtain completely so we were alone.

      “I don’t know. Someone hit me over the head.”

      “Was Natalia with you?”

      “No.”

      I don’t mention that she may have done this and ran away after our fight.

      “Who did you come in with?”

      “I… no one. The paramedics brought me in alone.”

      I also don’t mention the strange boy.

      “You didn’t come in with a boy about your age?”

      “No… he…” Shit. I’ve slipped up. “Why? Is there something wrong?”

      She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Don’t lie to me, Amber Marie Delacort.”

      Great, we’re at the whole name usage thing.

      “Mom! Please. I’ve got a massive head wound, and I can’t remember. Can you give me something and maybe patch me up? My head kills.”

      Thankfully, a doctor and a police officer parted the curtains and walked in. My mother was startled and quickly pretended to be the caring mother she was not. She patted my hair and performed an act that would probably win an Oscar. Tears even pooled in her eyes.

      “Renee, could I talk with you for a moment?” asked the sheriff. The sheriff was among the first people my mother befriended as soon as we arrived in Riverside Oak.

      “Oh, sure. Peter, look after my baby, okay?” she said to the doctor. Doctor Peter Ridgewell was another one. He was handsome. I’m surprised my mom hadn’t seduced him yet.

      “Of course, Renee. She’s in the best hands.”

      Soon enough, Doctor Ridgeway gave me some pain relief and patched me up. My head required ten stitches, and I got a glamorous head bandage as a souvenir.
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      I must have nodded off because someone came into my room sometime later. I was out of it, but they sat beside me on the edge of the bed.

      “Hey,” he said. I immediately recognised him.

      “Hey.” I smiled. It’s Tayls.

      “Love the new look,” he said jokingly, gesturing at my new bandaged head.

      “Haha. What took you so long? I was stuck in an interrogation by my mother.”

      The smile disappeared, and the whole mood in the room shifted.

      “Your mother interrogated you? Why? Wouldn’t she be concerned?”

      “Not Renee Delacort. My mother is not your typical parent.”

      “Oh. You have one of those. Sorry,” he said, his voice dripping with a hint of sarcasm and tied it up with a roll of his eyes.

      “Don’t be. You didn’t make her that way. My father did. Her upbringing did.”

      He nodded. “Sorry I took so long. I got stuck being questioned by the cops for ages. They let me go when they learned I didn’t know much.” He then pulled out some flowers I hadn’t spotted before. “Oh, and I got you these.”

      “Oh, you’re so sweet. Thank you. No one has bought me flowers before.”

      A flash of expensive red roses on the dining table and a card with a note.

      I shook it off.

      Actually, that wasn’t true.

      Flashes of a life I’d much rather leave in the recesses of my mind attempted to push to the surface.

      The only time I’d received flowers was when he was trying to buy me.

      I refused to let him.

      I smiled at Talys.

      “So, when you said you have one of those parents, it sounded like you know.”

      He chuckled and swept his hand through his floppy, light brown hair. His hair is cut in a kind of nineties boy band style that’s making a resurgence.

      “Yeah. I do know. Being raised at the country club by partially absent parents more interested in social status and appearances than their flesh and blood. I was always a possession to them.”

      I gasped. It was like this guy knew me. He empathised with me.

      For the first time, I felt like I was being seen. I reached out and threaded my fingers through his on the starchy hospital bed sheets.

      “So, um… what did the doctor say?”

      “They seem to think the amnesia will only be temporary. The head wound wasn’t that deep, luckily. I should be okay to go home tomorrow or the next day if I pass their concussion tests.”

      “That’s good. Who’s going to pick you up?”

      “I’ll be released into Renee’s care. My mother. After that, she’ll leave me for work or one of her boyfriends, and I’ll be left to fend for myself again.”

      Talys shook his head. “That’s not right. I can come to stay with you for a bit?”

      I smiled at him and squeezed his hand. “Thank you.” I look around for my phone but realise it probably didn’t come with me to the hospital. Thankfully, there was a notepad and pen on the nightstand.

      “Hey, can you write your phone number down? I don’t know where my phone is. But I’ll call you when my mother has left.”

      “Yeah, no problem.” He grabbed the notepad and pen, scribbled his number, and handed it to me. I tore off the slip of paper and stared at it, feeling a little gooey inside. I knew I was going to treasure this.
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      When I was released from the hospital two days later, just like a well-rehearsed play, my mother abandoned me for work and her boyfriend. When she wasn’t at the hospital, she was at his house, and vice versa. I’d met this one a handful of times when she’d made a show of pretending to be a mother. You know, since this guy was younger and wanted to have more children one day, blah, blah, blah. I wanted to tell him not to waste his time with Renee because she’s not the mothering type. But I was specifically told not to make a scene.

      Now I was pissed at her more than usual. She could have taken a little interest in her wounded daughter, making me dinner and ensuring I had my meds.

      But nothing. She just dropped me home and left.

      The pain meds were great, and they gave me enough energy to stomp around the house in the ‘I hate my mother’ mood. I played loud music while doing the usual house chores and making myself food.

      I found the calendar on the fridge and saw it was Friday.

      School was on Monday, and surely, by then, I would be the talk of the town. More than usual.

      

      I was the centre of the rumour mill when I arrived in Riverside Oak, and now, since the disappearance of Nat and my incident, the rumours had spread like wildfire.

      I’d been so isolated since my incident that I’d forgotten about school.

      I was not looking forward to it. Things would be okay, wouldn’t they?

      Maybe I’d get lucky, and no one would find out what happened. But that was wishful thinking. I already knew that nothing stayed a secret forever in this town.

      I wondered why my mother had chosen Riverside Oak as our new home when she wanted our past to stay buried. Towns like Riverside Oak were ones where everyone knew everyone, and rumours floated on the breeze. It was a mystery I had yet to figure out, one of many piling up like the skeletons in our family closet.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I took my bike out for a ride. I needed to get out of the house and feel the fresh country air on my face.  My head felt much better after a good night’s rest, food and painkillers. I rode past my two neighbour’s houses. An elderly woman who’d lost her husband to cancer several years ago and a working-class couple with a toddler. The couple with the baby were hardly there, but the elderly widower was always pottering in her garden and asking me, Mom, and Nat for favours.

      When I rode past, Mrs Buttersworth was in her garden with the hose watering the roses. She turned off the hose and waved me over when she saw me. I sighed, not really in the mood for making small talk with this nosy woman, so I tried just to wave politely and cycle on by, but she began to run toward the road, picking up her skirts and running toward me. For an eighty-something-year-old woman, she sure moved fast.

      “Hello, love. How are you? I haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “Hello, Mrs Buttersworth. Your roses look good today.”

      “Oh, thanks, dear. Say, Amber love, I heard about the disappearance of your darling sister and your little accident. What a horrible, horrible thing.”

      I froze. Of course, the world had learned about what happened.

      “Oh, thanks, Mrs Buttersworth. I’m fine. Just a little bump, but we still don’t know what happened to Natalia. I’ll be sure to keep you informed, though.” I popped my feet back on the pedals and pushed off. “I’ll see you later, Mrs Buttersworth. Have a good day.” I quickly turned into the lane that led to the river.

      It was my favourite place in Riverside Oak, and I’d been dying to get back there since the accident and Nat’s disappearance.

      The town was set out over a flat grid. The river was to the north of the neighbourhood where everyone lived. Willowglen River was aptly named, referring to the beautiful willow trees on the bank. There was a short dock where people fished off and kayaked. I loved sitting down there, dangling my legs over the edge. The river ran east to west depending on the tide and out toward the ocean to the west. Riverside Oak High was situated beside the mouth of the river and on the edge of the Mahogany Forest. The hospital was only a few doors from the school, beside a strip mall. In the centre of town were the country club and golf course. The neighbourhood surrounded the golf course.

      Walking down to the bank, I realised I wasn’t alone. Two boys were already on the dock, tying or untying their small fishing boat to the pylons of the dock. One of the boys is Talys. The other boy I was unfamiliar with. I stop momentarily on the small sandy path that twisted between the willows to the dock, thinking about what to do. I wanted to see Talys, sure. I hadn’t called him since arriving home, and he was probably wondering how I was and if I was ghosting him. But I wanted to be alone right now.

      “Hey, Amber!”

      Crap. Too late. He spotted me. I got off my bike and pushed it up the path, leaning it against the tree trunk and making the rest of my way on foot. I stepped onto the dock.

      “Hey, Talys.”

      “Hey, I was waiting for your call. I was worried about you.”

      “Yeah, um, sorry. I’ve been busy recovering and cleaning the house and stuff.”

      He paused, staring at me for a moment. I looked down at my sneakers. It wasn’t exactly a lie, but I couldn’t help but feel like I was lying.

      Talys cleared his throat.

      “Oh, Amber, this is Callum. He’s my best friend. We’re about to head out up the river to fish.”

      I wave at Talys’ friend politely. Callum has a shaved head and really pretty eyes for a boy. Bright blue with long eyelashes.

      “Hey, Amber. You can call me Cal. I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m sorry about your sister.”

      I winced. Just how much had Talys told him?

      I frowned. “Yeah, thanks.” I scuffed one sneaker on the weathered boards of the dock. “We still don’t know anything. Police are investigating.”

      “Let me know if I can help in any way. My dad’s a cop. I can ask him where they’re up to.”

      I freeze. Cal’s dad was a cop. I don’t know if it’s dangerous knowing a cop’s son or if I can potentially use this to my advantage. Either way, I’d better not let my mother know.

      “Thanks, Cal. I’ll let you know. By the way, do you go to Riverside Oak High? I’m not sure if I’ve seen you there.  My family and I moved here a year ago, but I’ve recently had amnesia…”

      Shut up, Amber. Now! said a voice in the back of my head.

      “Oh, no, I go to Rock Hill High, one town over, in Rock Hill Village. I grew up there.”

      I look between the boys, intrigued at their relationship.

      “Oh. So how did you meet Talys?”

      Talys smiled. “We met at the country club. Our fathers were playing golf, and there was a pro-am. We were both caddying for them.”

      “Yeah, but I’d rather be fishing than playing golf now,” Cal joked.

      “Oh, that’s cool. I’ll hopefully see you around then. I have to go. Bye then.” I returned to my bike when Talys jumped off the boat and ran after me.

      “Hey, I’ll come see you later tonight, yeah?” he asked. “If there’s any more cleaning or things you need help with, I’m your man. Just put me to work.”

      “Oh, okay. Sure. Come after five, okay? My mom will be out then.” I rose to my tiptoes to kiss his cheek before grabbing my bike and hurrying off before he could say another word.
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      When I arrived home, I stopped outside the garage. The door was open, and my mom’s car was inside.

      That’s strange. She isn’t expected to be home until this afternoon.

      It means only one thing: something drastic had happened.

      Renee Delacort wasn’t one to stray from the schedule.

      I put my bike in the garage and headed inside the house.

      “Amber? Natalia? Is that you?” she called.

      Natalia? Why is she calling for my missing sister?

      As I made my way down the hall toward the kitchen, I noticed the blood and glass had been cleaned up, and the front door had been repaired. The stone doorstep someone had used to hit me over the head was gone. In its place was a fat stuffed cat doorstop.

      That’s also odd. My mother hates cats.

      “It’s just me,” I said. “I see you had tradespeople here to clean up. I thought you didn’t trust anyone?”

      “I had to do what needed to be done. Anyway, where were you?”

      “Why? I rode my bike up to the river. I was going to stay longer, but someone was there, and I didn’t feel like talking,” I lied.

      “Because this arrived while you were out,” she said, gesturing at the kitchen counter and a huge basket of red roses.

      I froze.

      Just like last time.

      I knew exactly who they were from without reading the little card.

      My voice shook as my mouth formed the words that didn’t need to be said, but I spoke them anyway so my voice didn’t stay frozen. I feared I would never move again if I didn’t do something.

      “He found us. How?”

      “No. It’s not him. At least, I don’t think so. Read the card.”

      I could tell my mom was scared, and Renee Delacort was never frightened.

      She was the fiercest and strongest woman I knew. She was so strong she was frightening. I took the folded white card from her, noting how someone had written my name in cursive fountain pen on the front.

      I carefully opened the card, afraid of what I would find inside, but like ripping off a bandaid, I had to do it.

      Inside, printed using a typewriter, are five lines of text.

      The last is a question, but it felt more like an accusation. But I focus more on the first three.

      It’s a poem, except the well-known prose was flipped around. It read:

      
        
        Violets are blue,

        Roses are red

        Secrets will kill

        But one of them is already dead.

        

        Isn’t anyone going to find me?

        N xx

      

      

      I go over the poem, the clue, again and again, but I still can’t decipher it.

      “What does it mean? Is Nat alive? Or is Dad toying with us?”

      “I don’t know. But I swore I would be free of his games once we escaped. I won’t let him get under my skin. Or yours. Tear up the card and burn it, Amber.”

      When Mom left the room and went upstairs, I stayed in the kitchen and re-read the poem several times, but nothing made sense. I dropped the card on the stone counter and went to the fridge for a soda, grabbing the card again before heading up to my room.

      I boot up my computer, and while waiting for it to load, I sip my Coke and read over the card again.

      
        
        Violets are blue.

        Roses are red.

        Secrets will kill,

        But one of them is already dead.

      

      

      What exactly does it mean?

      One of them is dead? A secret? Or a person?

      Who’s secrets? Mine? Or my family’s?

      When the computer loaded, I opened the internet browser and searched for the same thing I’d typed in every night since that night.

      
        
        Natalia Delacort Missing

      

      

      I expected all the same search results to show up, but there was one new article at the top of the search results. I almost squealed as I jumped off my chair. I set down my Coke can so fast that I nearly upended it all over the keyboard of my laptop but saved it just in time.

      My mother will kill me if I wreck this laptop. This was my fourth one in less than a year. The first was stolen, the second was destroyed in a car crash, and the third was compromised.

      
        
        Crime boss Serge Delcort comes out of hiding after the disappearance of Heir.

      

      

      I almost choked on my soda reading the headline of the news article. I pulled the charger cord out of the side of my laptop, scooped up the computer, and burst out of my room.

      “Mom!” I screamed. I listened, but there was no response.

      Then I heard the shower running. I entered her room and made my way to her bathroom. This news was worth disturbing her ‘me’ time. My mother loved her showers.

      The bathroom was already steamed up when I walked in, and Mom was humming a song I didn’t recognise under the blast of the water jet. My mom had ordered the shower heads from Europe. They were the same ones they used in the chalet we used to rent in the French Alps when I was little. I knocked on the glass and stood in the doorway.

      My mom jumped when she saw me emerging from the mist like a bog witch. I would have laughed if I wasn’t holding a terrifying piece of news in my hands.

      “Mom, sorry. But you must see this.”

      Upon seeing my face, my mom knew I was being serious. She hurried out of the shower and grabbed her towel before taking the computer from me. I followed her into the bedroom and sat beside her bed.

      I had read the article already, but while I waited for my mom to read it, my insides twisted and churned with nerves.

      
        
        Mob boss Serge Delacort, also known as The Assassin, was seen leaving one of his many residences in France this morning after it was revealed his first-born daughter and heir to the Delcort empire went missing. It’s been rumoured his wife, Renee Delcort and two daughters, Natalia and Amber, fled the country recently after they were nearly killed in a targeted hit-and-run accident in France. It is also rumoured his family is in North America.

        Serge Delacort was once the most prolific arms dealer in Europe and North America, but after the hit on his family, he had decided to lay low, and his weapon empire all but ceased to exist.

        But with the news of his daughter's disappearance, will Serge Delacort, the Assassin of Avignon, take up the helm once again and seek vengeance for whoever abducted his daughter?

      

      

      When my mom finally finished reading the article, she slammed the lid of my computer shut and met my gaze. Her face was ghostly white, and so were her knuckles gripping the edges of my laptop.

      “Mom? What are we going to do?”

      “Nothing. This article is grossly exaggerated. You know how journalists are, adding flourish to nonsense just to get clicks or sell copies.” She stood, shoved the computer into my chest, and resumed showering. She pressed the button on the Bluetooth speaker in the bathroom, and rock music blasted from the speakers, drowning me out.

      That was my cue to leave.
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      At just after five that evening, someone knocked on the front door.

      I glanced at the security camera and saw Talys on the front porch. Shit. I had completely forgotten about Talys coming over. With the news that my father was out of hiding and possibly coming to find us, using our made-up family alias (who knows how he knew, but my father was nothing if not resourceful. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s had spies watching our every move.) I didn’t feel like entertaining anyone, let alone trying to be my best in front of a cute boy.

      But had I forgotten, amongst all the chaos, that this sweet, innocent country boy had already seen me at my worst? I jogged downstairs from my room to the front door. I ran my hands over my hair to smooth it down and quickly checked my appearance in the hall mirror.

      I flinched at the sight. I wore my stained Gucci sweatshirt, doggy pyjama shorts, and fluffy rainbow unicorn slippers.

      Again, Amber, remember he’s seen you half-dead, naked, and covered in blood. You’re fine.

      I open the door and put on my best smile.

      “Hey,” I say, a little too over cheerful.

      “Hey… Amber, are you okay?”

      Oh, crap! Don’t tell me he’s seen through my façade.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Why?”

      “You’re out of breath. Have you been exercising or something?”

      I inwardly sigh.

      “Oh, yeah. Anyway, come in. My mom’s gone to work. Would you like to stay for dinner? I have some leftover spaghetti in the fridge. Or we could order pizza?”

      “Yeah. But I can’t stay longer than that. School’s on Monday and I have to study for a test.”.”

      Shit! I had totally forgotten about school, as well.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You look a little like you’ve seen a ghost or something.”

      I know what I want to say. Well, I kind of have. We thought my father was dead, but it turns out he just faked his death and went into hiding, and now he’s back and possibly coming to look for me and my family. My sister is missing and possibly has something to do with my father not being dead, but thanks for asking. Otherwise, I’m fine!

      But I don’t dump all that on poor Talys. Instead, I sighed and asked him to follow me into the kitchen, where I got two cans of soda from the refrigerator and sat on the bar stool. He joined me.

      “It’s… complicated. You see, my father… he’s a dangerous man. My sister, mom and I moved here to escape him and the people he hangs around with. We wanted a clean slate. But I think he’s found us.”

      Talys was taking a drink of his soda and choked. His eyes go wide.

      “Shit. Amber, do you have to move again? Are you safe?”

      “Well, I don’t know. Mom and I think Nat’s disappearance has something to do with my father.”

      “You think your father kidnapped his own daughter?”

      “You don’t know my father. He’s… all he cares about is money and hierarchy. He’s a powerful man; if you cross him, be prepared to pay.”

      Talys takes another sip and blows a breath, sweeping a hand through his hair.

      “Looks like Cal was right.”

      My heart beat faster at the mention of Callum, Talys’ friend. He knows more about me than I know about him.

      “What about Cal? What did he say?”

      “Oh, he said the kids at school were talking about you. Rumours are you’re on the run from the law and that your father is a murderer.”

      I laughed and took a big gulp of soda.

      “Rumours, hey?”

      “So, that’s not true?”

      “What? No, of course not. My dad was abusive, that’s all. He’s not a murderer, and I am not on the run from the law.”

      No, he was all that and worse. I couldn’t let Talys know just how much worse.

      I ordered some pizza, and we opened our second soda cans (third for me), headed to the couch and turned on the TV. The conversation thankfully changed from my father and rumours to school.

      Monday was my first day back at school after the incident, and I suspected it would start with a bang. I didn’t remember anything about the previous year, so I was practically going to a brand-new school.

      “If anyone gives you trouble, I’ll be right beside you, okay?”

      I smiled at him and leaned over, kissing his cheek. He immediately turned his head and pressed his lips against mine. All talk of school, rumours, and criminal fathers dissipated with the kiss, and for that, I was happy.
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      School. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.

      Riverside Oak High School was no exception.

      But for a small town, your typical cliques and cliches still existed.

      I rode my bike to school the first day (not actually my first day), and as soon as I pulled up at the cycle stands, all eyes turned to me. It was as if the world had stopped, and I was the only person on it, and suddenly, there was a spotlight on me.

      Talys had warned me, but I hadn’t expected this.

      I ignored the stares, but as I made my way inside the front gates of the school building, the whispers began.

      The school buildings, which were a mix of modern architecture mixed with gothic, like part of it used to belong to the Catholic church, a convent or something, and the school bought and built upon it.

      I was glad it wasn’t still a Catholic school.

      I caught wind of some of the things the other students were saying.

      “That’s Amber Delacort. I heard she just got out of juvie.”

      “No, silly. She has amnesia. Someone tried to kill her.”

      “I heard she killed someone.”

      “I heard her father works for the mafia.”

      “My parents think she killed her sister and staged the whole incident with her being hit over the head. They even think she faked her amnesia.”

      Most of the rumours and whispers couldn’t be farther from the truth. But only one hit close.

      But I won’t be telling them that.

      The whispers continued the further I entered the school.

      “I can’t see what Talys McDonald sees in her.”

      “Yeah. If she’s a murderer, he’d better watch his back,” they snickered.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I had to school my expression not to let them know I had heard everything they had said.

      Most words washed over my back like water off a duck’s back, but one thing did stick: Talys’ last name is McDonald.
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        * * *

      

      He was in my math class later that day. And that wasn’t all.

      He had reserved a seat for me beside him.

      The teacher wasn’t in the room yet, so all the kids were mucking up, but as soon as I walked in, they all stopped what they were doing and stared.

      Here we go again.

      And yet again, the whispers started. I ignored them and quickly reached the empty table beside Talys—the only spare one in the classroom.

      “What are you doing?” I asked quietly, standing beside the empty desk.

      He looked up from his school notebook and smiled a big, dimple-filled smile. He had a pencil in his hand, and on the pages of his sketchbook were sketches of what looked like lawn chairs.

      My tummy flipped. I hadn’t yet noticed he had dimples. I glanced around to see if anyone was watching.

      They were.

      I swallowed nervously and sat down. I turned my body toward him slightly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The only spare desk seems to be beside you. Seriously?” I was a reader. I knew how those romance tropes worked.

      “A funny coincidence,” he winked and continued sketching.

      I sighed and put my bookbag on my tabletop, taking out my books for class.

      “What are you drawing?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a hobby of mine.” His cheeks flushed, and he quickly shut the notebook.

      “Carpentry? Or drawing?”

      “Both. I take both art and woodwork classes. I’d like to be a carpenter, designing my own furniture for high-end clients, but my father wants me to go into the family business.”

      “Which is?”

      Even though I was playing with fire, I wanted to get to know Talys. It was extremely dangerous to get to know anyone when my father could return and use anyone I loved against me. But fuck it. I was lonely. I was willing to go to hell for him.

      “Property development. My entire family is in it. My uncle, aunt and cousin, too. But I have no interest. It’s an elitist, caviar lifestyle I want no part in. I would like to fish, make furniture, and sit on a porch on a ranch til I’m old.”

      I sighed.

      I knew that life he spoke of, the elitist one filled with champagne, fancy yachts and caviar, Louis Vuitton handbags and private jets.
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