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Child’s play. Easy catch. Yes, that’s right, ladies—keep laughing, keep twirling your hair like you’ve never bled a day in your life.

I WATCHED THEM from my car—two women inside the gas station, giggling like schoolgirls. I had just fueled up, but stuck around to scope the place. Thirteen. I’d taken thirteen so far. Not enough. Nowhere near enough. I had a legacy to uphold.

His legacy.

There. They were on the move. 

I stepped out of the car and made my way to the trunk, popping it just as they exited the station, still laughing, still oblivious.

“Shit! Come on!” I barked, loud enough to turn their heads.

One of them slowed. Perfect.

“Damn,” I muttered, holding up a floral dress—torn and ruined, the fabric gaping like a mouth. Their eyes caught it. One nudged the other and whispered just loud enough for me to hear.

“I think he’s a cross-dresser...”

I tilted my head with a half-smile. 

“Huh? Oh—nah,” I chuckled, casual. “Bought this for my sister. Didn’t notice the damn moth holes until just now.”

That was the hook.

Their laughter softened. Their stance shifted. They gave me their full attention—exactly as planned.

“I don’t even know what to do,” I sighed, letting my voice crack just enough. “Her birthday’s tomorrow, and now I’m screwed.”

I tossed the dress into the trunk with just the right amount of frustration and slammed it shut.

“There’s a women’s boutique two miles down the road, east,” the blonde said, pointing down the way I’d come.

“If you want,” said the redhead, twirling her hair like bait on a hook, “we could help you pick something out for her.”

They giggled. Flirty. Naive. Stupid.

God, I hated that kind.

I smiled, easy and warm. “Really? That would be amazing.”

I gestured toward the passenger side door.

They came willingly. 

Of course they did.

Two idiot love-sick girls who thought a smile meant safety, who thought a man being “nice” meant they were special.

Eric used to say it all the time, the line burned into my brain since childhood:

“Women always walk right into the wolf’s mouth the moment he pretends to be a gentleman.”

And damn—he was right.
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THEY WERE ALREADY DEAD when the sun came up.

The forest was thick with mist, early light filtering through skeletal trees like washed-out veins. I had posed them carefully. One seated against the trunk of a pine, hands folded in her lap, head tilted to the side like she was deep in thought. The other sprawled on a bed of damp leaves, face turned skyward, mouth frozen in a scream she’d never finish.

Their eyes had been removed.

Not sloppily. 

Not with panic. 

With precision.

A fillet knife—thin, flexible, sharp enough to shave bone—slid under each eyelid like it was cutting into delicate citrus skin. I hooked the blade right along the orbital ridge, pressed until I felt that soft give at the base of the socket. Then a firm push, a twist, and a wet pop. The sound always reminded me of a cork easing loose from a bottle—quiet, satisfied, final.

Warm fluid dripped over their cheeks as I worked, the knife carving a perfect crescent behind each eyeball to sever the optic nerve. A quick tug, and the globe slipped free into my palm, glossy and trembling like a peeled grape. Their faces went slack immediately—empty, hollow, ruined.

Just like my old man taught me.

Eric used to say the eyes were the first thing a soul tried to escape through. 

“Cut those out,” he’d laugh, “and they can’t run anywhere.”

These women hadn’t crossed me. 

They didn’t piss me off.

They didn’t steal anything.

They were just naïve. 

Stupid. 

Reckless.

Never get into the devil’s car. Look into the face of evil, and evil’s going to stare right back at you.

Stupid, reckless idiots.

Two miles out. 

That’s all. 

Just two miles from the edge of Lincoln, Nebraska.

I stood a few yards back, half-concealed in the trees. No rush. No tremble in my fingers as I pulled the burner phone from my jacket pocket and dialed.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

I waited a moment—just long enough to make it sound real.

“Yeah... I was hiking this morning, off the old Mill Creek trail. I think I found two... bodies. Women. One’s in a blue jacket, blonde. Other has dark red hair. I—”

I let my breath catch, like I was just realizing what I’d seen.

“I didn’t touch them, but... you’ll find them. Right where the trail forks past the rusted sign. Two miles in. You can’t miss it.”

“Sir, can you stay where you are?”

Click.

I let the phone slide from my hands and dropped it beneath a pile of wet leaves.

No footprints. No fingerprints. No name.

I smiled. 

Now to find her, my sister.

She was close now—so close.

I parked just off the service road, buried in the trees, the car swallowed by shadow. Then came the lights—pulsing red and blue, slicing through the dark like a warning. I grinned and tapped the wheel in rhythm with my heart.

“Wait until they find the eyes,” I muttered, voice low, reverent. “That’s going to be... glorious.”

I leaned back, the hum of police radios and barking dogs drifting through the trees like a lullaby. The chaos was always the best part—boots stomping through mud, searchlights sweeping low, voices shouting things they didn’t understand.

“They always come,” I said, watching the show unfold. “Every time I call, they answer. But they never get close. Not to me.”

I chuckled, teeth bared in the glow of the dashboard.

“I’ve got style. A signature. Neat slices, clean removals. Eyes cut out and packed into little wooden boxes—keepsakes, with their names and IDs. A personal touch.”

A shriek cut through the air as someone found the second body.

“Glorious,” I whispered, soaking it all in. 

“That was damn glorious.”

I watched from a distance as red and blue lights painted the forest in chaotic streaks. Police barked orders. EMTs hovered over what little remained. My work—no, my art.

“Huh,” I muttered, tapping the wheel, “just realized I never got their names.” 

A low chuckle rumbled from my throat as I slipped the car into gear, merging with the empty stretch of highway. The scene faded in my rearview mirror—sirens, screams, and all. Just another chapter closed.

Ahead, the sign read: Lincoln, Nebraska – 10 KM.

Perfect.

“I’ve got bigger prey now,” I said, pulling down the visor. A worn photograph fluttered loose. I caught it with two fingers, careful, almost reverent. My step-sister. Sixteen. Burnette ponytail, green eyes, blue and white cheer uniform—smiling for a father who never deserved her.

“She’s even more beautiful now, I bet.” I smirked. “Time for a long-overdue reunion.”

But first—I needed to disappear, again.
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LINCOLN WELCOMED ME like a dying man accepts morphine: quiet, grey, and crumbling at the edges. I navigated the back streets, winding toward a forgotten part of the city where rusted signs outnumbered working streetlights.

The pawn shop sat between a boarded-up liquor store and a tattoo parlor that had “CLOSED” spray-painted across its shattered windows.  No sign on the door, just a flickering neon “OPEN” in the window.

Little Tony’s.

He used to be one of my father’s best-kept secrets—an informant, a fabricator, a fixer. Not a dealer of drugs, but of new lives. Birth certificates, IDs, bank cards. He could scrub a background cleaner than bleach.

I pushed through the door. The bell jingled, a ridiculous sound for such a dangerous place. Tony looked up from behind a dusty counter stacked with old electronics and antique watches. 

He hadn’t aged well. 

Still greasy. Still twitchy.

“Jesus,” he muttered, nearly jumping. 

“Scared the hell outta me.” He squinted, then grunted. “For a second I thought... shit, I thought you was your old man, back from the grave.”

I smirked. “Not quite. But close.”

Tony shook his head and let out a slow breath. “Damn. You even sound like him.”

I leaned on the counter. “You got what I asked for?”

He nodded and slid a yellow envelope across the scratched glass. “For you and him. Just like he said. That man was always five steps ahead—paranoid bastard scared the crap outta me.” 

I opened the envelope and flipped through the contents: passports, IDs, credit cards, birth certificates—all fake, all flawless.

I whistled low. “Beautiful work.”

Tony grinned, but it didn’t reach his eyes. I pulled a thick roll of bills from my jacket pocket. He snatched it quick, then stuffed the envelope shut like it was radioactive.

Just as I reached for it, he dropped a hand over the top. 

“Wait.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Something wrong?” 

He didn’t answer. Instead, he turned, tucked the cash beneath the register, then reached for a metal lockbox from a high shelf. It clanked as he set it down in front of me.

“Your old man left this behind. Said one day you’d come for it. Said you’d have the key... and know what to do with whatever’s inside.”

I stared at it for a moment. 

Plain.

Heavy. 

The lock glinted under the fluorescent light.

I slid it toward me. “Guess I’ll find out soon enough.”

Tony gave a single nod, like he didn’t want to know any more.

“Always a pleasure,” I said, tucking the envelope under my arm and lifting the box with one hand.

He didn’t say anything as I turned and walked out. 

Only the bell answered me on the way out.

I crossed the road in a hurry and slid into my car, locking the doors behind me. I knew exactly what this box was. My father took it from our house when I was two years old—before he burned it to the ground.

It was my mother’s box.

I pulled the chain from around my neck. A key glinted as I slipped it off and pushed it into the lock.

I turned it. It opened.

I smiled when I saw what was inside.

My father had kept everything—his will, his insurance payout, a photograph of me and my mother, her locket, pictures of Maeve. Justin’s birth certificate. And everything his mother had left for him.

Including a yellow envelope. 

Labeled: JUSTIN.

I opened it. 

Inside was a letter, written in my old man’s handwriting:

Alex,

I figured Justin would do time.

Once he’s out—which I know he will be—give him this envelope. Everything he needs to start fresh is inside. You both know what to do. Your legacy is within our bloodline.

—Your father

I smiled again and slid the letter back into the envelope.

Now to pay Justin a visit.

I hear he’ll be out soon.

Wonder what that bitch is going to do when he’s free.

But first, I think I’ll pay my sister a visit... in disguise, of course. Victor Steele, private investigator from Delaware.

Yeah... that sounds about right.

Let’s see what Maeve’s been up to
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THE PAST HAS a way of crawling back into your life when you least expect it, like a predator waiting to strike. For three years, Justin Shawn Smith—accomplice to the notorious Eric Stephenson—had been locked away in the Omaha Correctional Center. 

A five-year sentence felt like a laughable slap on the wrist, considering the horrors he had helped orchestrate. But now, that slap on the wrist was about to come full circle.

Meanwhile, Eric Stephenson—the sadistic mastermind behind the murders that had scarred my family forever—was nothing more than a faceless memory, gunned down by my brother Ethan in an act of sheer desperation.

“Inmate 132571!” The guard’s voice rang out, sharp and commanding, keys jangling with every step as he strolled down the long corridor. He whistled a tune that grated against the cacophony of the prison. Inmates shouted from their cells, pounding on metal doors, their voices a chaotic backdrop to the scene.

Justin Shawn Smith sat quietly, unmoved, a smug and calculated smirk stretched across his face. He knew exactly what this was about.

Parole. 

Finally, his shot at freedom.

Three years ago, the trial had been a media circus, dragging on for weeks as reporters dissected every sordid detail. Twice, the jury had failed to reach a verdict. They couldn’t tie him directly to the murders—no fingerprints, no smoking gun, no direct evidence. Justin had been a ghost in Eric Stephenson’s horrors, an accessory who fed him information and cleaned up loose ends. The court had labeled him an accomplice after the fact. Not a killer.

That technicality had saved him.

Five years, with the possibility of parole. And now, good behavior had earned him an early ticket out. The sound of the guard’s rattling keys grew louder, closer, each metallic clink echoing off the walls. Justin tilted his head slightly, his smirk deepening. He had waited for this moment, prepared for it, played his role perfectly.

The guard stopped in front of his cell, his face impassive. 

“Smith. Prisoner 132571. It’s time.”

Justin rose slowly, deliberately, savoring the moment. His smirk stayed firmly in place as he stepped forward, shoulders squared, exuding defiance. The metal door groaned as it swung open, and the inmates’ voices swelled—taunts, curses, and mocking laughter.

“Dead man walking!” someone shouted. 

“Don’t come back, Smith!” another yelled.

Justin ignored them all, his eyes fixed straight ahead. None of them mattered. Not today.

The guard gestured for him to follow, and they began the long walk down the corridor, past the sneering faces and grasping hands of the other prisoners. Justin’s stride was steady, purposeful. His smirk never wavered.

“Big day, huh?” the guard muttered as they neared the administrative wing.

Justin didn’t respond, offering only the faintest nod. Words weren’t necessary. His expression said it all—confidence wrapped in defiance, with just a hint of triumph.

The guard eyed him warily, as if he could sense the quiet calculation beneath the surface. But there was nothing to pin down. Justin had been the model inmate: compliant, unassuming, and just contrite enough to satisfy the parole board. It was an art, really—giving just enough to earn their trust while keeping the true Justin Shawn Smith buried deep, untouchable.

Inside, though, Justin hadn’t changed. He was still the same man who had worked in Eric Stephenson’s shadow, the architect behind the scenes. His brilliance had always been in his invisibility—pulling strings without ever leaving fingerprints. Eric had been the blade, but Justin was the hand that wielded it, always one step removed from the blood.

The guard led him to a meeting room, their footsteps echoing off the cold concrete walls. A sharp knock on the door, and it creaked open. Justin stepped inside, where the parole board waited, seated like judges at a tribunal. A single chair sat under a harsh light at the center of the room, its starkness designed to strip away any pretense.

Justin approached it with measured confidence, his posture composed, his smirk carefully subdued into something resembling humility. He sat, his hands resting lightly on his knees, the picture of a man eager to prove himself.

“Mr. Smith,” one of the board members began, peering at him over a thick stack of papers. His voice was level and professional but lacked warmth. “Your record indicates you’ve complied with all requirements during your incarceration. You’ve attended rehabilitation programs, maintained good behavior, and adhered to all protocols.”

Justin inclined his head slightly. “Yes, sir. I’ve used my time here to reflect on my past and make the changes I needed to.”

The man nodded, though his expression remained neutral. Another board member, a woman with steely eyes and a demeanor to match, leaned forward. “You were an accomplice to one of the most infamous criminals in recent history. Eric Stephenson left a trail of devastation, and you were a part of that. Tell us, Mr. Smith, what have you truly learned from this?”

Justin paused for effect, lowering his gaze briefly before meeting her eyes again. His voice, calm and measured, carried just the right amount of contrition to be convincing.

“I’ve learned that my actions—or even my inaction—have consequences. I supported someone who caused unimaginable harm, and I’ll carry that regret for the rest of my life. This time in prison has forced me to confront that, to grow, and to ensure I’ll never make those mistakes again.”

He let his words linger in the air, watching their reactions with the precision of a predator sizing up its prey. Every answer was a performance, rehearsed to perfection, down to the smallest inflection. Regret. Growth. Redemption. He offered them the narrative they wanted, and they seemed willing to believe it.

The questioning continued, but Justin handled it with ease. He gave them humility, accountability, and the promise of a reformed man ready to reintegrate into society. By the end, the tension in the room had eased, the board members exchanging subtle nods.

“We’ll deliberate and inform you of our decision shortly,” the woman from the board said, signaling for the guard to escort Justin away.

Justin stood with the same calm composure he’d maintained throughout the session. As he walked back through the prison corridors, the corners of his mouth curled into a slow, deliberate smirk. 

He had won. 

The world outside was within reach, and it was his for the taking.

Back in his cell, Justin stretched out on the thin mattress, hands folded behind his head. The hours ticked by with agonizing slowness, but Justin was patient. He had always been patient. Victory was sweeter when savored.

Finally, the sound of footsteps echoed down the corridor. The guard returned, his expression unreadable as he stopped in front of Justin’s cell.

“Smith. Parole granted. You’re free to go.”

Justin’s grin widened, sharp and self-assured. He rose with deliberate ease, as though he controlled the moment, not them. He cast one last glance at the cell, a ghost of a chuckle escaping his lips. He wouldn’t be returning—not to this prison, not to this life.

The heavy doors groaned open, and Justin stepped through, the weight of their closure behind him almost poetic. The world stretched before him, vast and waiting.

Justin Shawn Smith was no longer content to be the silent hand behind the chaos. No. This time, he would play the game on his terms—and he intended to win.

––––––––
[image: ]


AS JUSTIN WAITED TO change and receive his release papers, his parole officer approached, clipboard in hand. The man’s tone was clipped, bordering on disinterest, but his words carried the weight of authority.

“They’re keeping an ankle monitor on you for six months,” the officer stated flatly. “You’ll report your location daily. If you leave the state, you call me. Get a job? Call me. Change your address? You guessed it—call me. I want to know your every move. Don’t screw this up, Smith.”

Justin sat near the parole board members, who were busy finalizing his release forms. Leaning back in his chair, his signature smirk never wavered. This wasn’t a warning to him—it was a formality. He waited patiently, not just for the bag of his belongings, but for the moment that piece of paper would slide across the table. The paper that would make his freedom official.

The guard beside him bent down and unlocked the cuffs from his wrists. Justin rubbed his hands together, savoring the sensation. Another officer knelt to fasten the ankle monitor in place, the device cold against his skin.

“Understand, Smith? Every movement,” the parole officer repeated, sliding the paper across the table with a sharp tap.

Justin’s smirk deepened. “Crystal clear,” he replied, signing his name with deliberate flourish. The officer snatched the form back, his glare lingering for a moment before moving on to other tasks. Moments later, Justin was escorted to change out of his prison uniform.

When he emerged, dressed in the clothes he’d worn on the day of his arrest—dark jeans, a plain shirt, and a scuffed leather jacket—the transformation was striking. No longer just inmate 132571, he looked every bit the man he’d been before: confident, untouchable, dangerous. He let out a slow breath—not quite relief, but satisfaction.

The final step came as they walked him down the long, familiar corridors. The sound of his boots against the concrete floor echoed with a sense of finality. At the end of the passage, a large steel door loomed. It groaned as it opened, and sunlight spilled over him, harsh and bright.

For the first time in three years, Justin Shawn Smith stepped into the open air. He paused for a moment, squinting against the sun, before a guard nudged him forward. Parked at the curb was a taxi, its engine idling, the driver watching him through the rearview mirror.

“Don’t mess this up,” the officer said, his tone sharp but tired. “We’ll be watching.”

Justin gave a single nod, his smirk playing at the corners of his mouth but never fully forming. Without a word, he opened the cab door and slid into the back seat. The driver, a wiry older man with deep lines etched into his face, turned slightly to glance at him.

“Where to?” the man asked.

Justin pulled a baseball cap from his bag and tugged it low, shadowing his features. “South Dakota,” he said casually.

The driver nodded, adjusting the mirrors. 

“Bus station first?”

“Yeah,” Justin replied, leaning back into the seat as the car pulled away. The plan was simple: the cab would drop him off at the Omaha bus station, where he’d catch a ride across state lines.

He reached into the bag of belongings returned to him—a time capsule of his old life. The first item he pulled out was his wallet. Flipping it open, he found everything intact: IDs, credit cards, and just enough cash to get started. Each piece wasn’t just a tool; it was a key to the next chapter of his life. Then he saw it—the money, folded neatly in a side pocket, a lingering thread to the life he’d left behind but never truly abandoned.

Eric had ensured Justin’s survival long before the trial, transferring a significant sum into an offshore account. The police had scoured every lead, but the money had remained hidden, untouched, waiting for this moment.

Justin’s smirk deepened as he thumbed through the items in his wallet. That money wasn’t just freedom; it was control. It would secure him an apartment, a job if necessary, and a discreet way to access the funds that would guarantee his next move. This wasn’t the start of a new chapter. No, this was the calculated continuation of a story he had been crafting for years.

The cab sped toward the bus station, the horizon stretching endlessly ahead. Prison had been nothing more than an interlude, a brief pause. The real story was just beginning.

This time, Justin Shawn Smith wouldn’t linger in the shadows. This time, he would write the rules.
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AT THE TICKET booth, Justin approached the clerk, a disinterested man who barely glanced up. 

“Ticket to where, sir?”

“South Dakota,” Justin said, sliding a few bills across the counter. 

The clerk’s fingers danced over the keyboard, and within moments, a ticket emerged from the printer. 

“Bus arrives in an hour,” he said, handing it over.

Justin nodded, took the ticket, and strolled toward the waiting area. He found an empty seat and settled in, swapping his weathered leather jacket for a dark gray hoodie. Tugging the cap lower over his face, he flipped the hood up, ensuring his features stayed well-hidden. A quick adjustment of his pant leg concealed the ankle monitor.  

Satisfied, he leaned back, his sharp eyes scanning the station. 

The scene was a hive of activity: travelers chatting on phones, families juggling luggage, vending machines humming in the background. Justin’s gaze flitted from person to person, analyzing their movements, their conversations, their tells. It was an old habit—one he’d never lost.

Then, a particular figure caught his attention. A tall, slender woman with long brown hair stood by the vending machines. Brunettes. Always brunettes. A flicker of nostalgia surfaced—Maeve. She’d been his for five years before things unraveled.

The woman muttered in frustration, hitting the glass of the vending machine. A candy bar dangled just out of reach, trapped by the metal coil.

Justin smirked and stood, moving toward her with casual confidence. “The trick is to tilt it slightly,” he said, sliding his foot beneath the machine. With a calculated nudge, the candy bar dropped.

“Oh, thank you! I hate these things,” she said, flashing a bright smile as she retrieved the chocolate. Relief softened her features as she unwrapped it and took a bite.

Justin smiled back, his charm deliberate but effortless.  

“Name’s Alec,” he said, extending his hand.

She hesitated only for a moment before shaking it. 

“Sam. Well, Samantha, but everyone calls me Sam,” she said, her cheeks tinged with a shy blush.

“Nice to meet you, Sam,” Justin said, touching the brim of his cap in a casual gesture. He turned as if to leave, but her voice stopped him.

“So, you uh... going somewhere?” she asked, curiosity lacing her tone.

He paused, looking back with a warm smile. “South Dakota.”

Her face lit up. “Oh, I live there! Heading back home now,” she said, excitement evident in her voice.

An idea began to form in Justin’s mind, sharp and precise. Befriend her. Play the role. Gather information. If the opportunity arose, extort her, then vanish. The plan was second nature, as natural to him as breathing.

“Care to join me?” he asked, gesturing to the seat he’d just vacated.

Sam hesitated for only a second before tucking a strand of hair behind her ear and nodding. “Sure,” she said, following him. As she settled beside him, Justin’s smirk returned, slow and deliberate. The pieces were falling into place, just as they always did. Old habits, after all, weren’t easy to break.
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AS SAM AND JUSTIN BOARDED the bus, they found their seats and settled in. The hum of the engine and the low murmur of passengers created a steady, lulling background. The long trip to South Dakota stretched ahead, and the pair passed the time chatting. Justin nodded and listened politely, though his interest began to wane the moment Sam mentioned her two-year-old daughter.

A kid. Great.

Justin masked his annoyance behind a faint smile. Fatherhood wasn’t in his repertoire. He didn’t like kids, didn’t have the patience for them, and certainly didn’t plan to get involved with someone who had one. Still, he kept the conversation alive. For now, Sam was a stepping stone, and he could tolerate her enthusiasm until he got what he needed.

“So, what about you? Any kids?” Sam asked, her tone light and curious.

Justin shook his head, a faint smile tugging at his lips. 

“Nope. Not really my thing.”

“Oh, I see,” Sam replied, a slight blush creeping onto her cheeks. She shifted in her seat, clearly uncertain how to keep the conversation going.

As she rambled on about her daughter and her plans for returning home, Justin’s attention drifted. 

He only half-listened, nodding at intervals, until something she said snapped him back to focus.

“Wait, you’re not going to Rapid City?” he asked, his brows knitting in a frown.

Sam blinked, surprised. “No, I’m stopping in Sioux Falls. Why? Are you heading to Rapid City?”

Justin exhaled slowly, feigning disappointment. “Yeah, I am. Guess that’s a shame for both of us, huh? I was starting to enjoy the company.”

Sam’s expression fell, her face clouding with disappointment. “Really? What do you have in Rapid City? That’s too bad... I mean, I was just starting to get to know you.”

Justin leaned back in his seat, smirking slightly. “Honestly? Nothing. I just picked it because it sounded nice. Rapid City—has a ring to it, don’t you think?”

Sam giggled, relaxing a little. “That’s kind of random.”

He shrugged, his smirk growing thoughtful. 

“Maybe I should change my plans. Stop at your stop instead.”

Sam’s eyes widened, her excitement barely contained. She clapped her hands together, her smile radiant. “Really? Oh, that would be amazing! I mean—uh—are you sure? Do you need a place to stay or something? I don’t want to assume, but—”

Her words tumbled out in an awkward rush, and Justin chuckled, lifting a hand to calm her. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll grab a hotel for now and figure things out later. No big deal.”

Sam exhaled a small sigh of relief, leaning back in her seat as she fiddled with the wrapper of a granola bar. “Well, Sioux Falls is a nice place. I think you’ll like it.”

Justin nodded, though his mind was already working through the logistics. Sioux Falls did sound like a better idea. It cut his travel time significantly, kept him within South Dakota, and offered plenty of opportunities to regroup and plan his next move.

For now, keeping Sam on his side was a small price to pay for convenience. If playing the part made things smoother—and it seemed it would—then why not?

He leaned back in his seat, his smirk lingering as he stared out the window at the vast stretch of highway. This wasn’t just a detour. It was an opportunity.
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IT HAD BEEN THREE DAYS since Justin arrived in Sioux Falls. He was staying at a modest hotel just a few blocks from Sam’s place—conveniently close. Despite having no genuine interest in her, Justin had played his part well. Years of practice had honed his ability to charm, and by the end of those three days, Sam was officially his girlfriend—a pawn in the larger plan he was methodically piecing together.

Her two-year-old daughter remained an abstract concept, one he had no intention of engaging with. The thought of a sticky-faced toddler clinging to him or interrupting his focus made his skin crawl. Children required patience, attention—neither of which Justin had any interest in providing. The child, like her mother, was a means to an end, nothing more.

Tonight, however, was their first real date, and Justin saw it as an opportunity to extract useful information—particularly about Sam’s job. Money wasn’t an issue, thanks to Eric’s foresight, but an extra income stream never hurt. If there was a way to siphon something off Sam without leaving a trace, he’d find it. Her work, her finances, even her trust—everything about her was exploitable.

He adjusted his shirt, smoothing the fabric over his chest, and straightened his collar as he stood in front of the mirror. His reflection stared back at him, calm and composed, but underneath was a simmering annoyance.

“This is a waste of time,” he muttered to himself, running a hand through his hair to smooth it into place. But time was a resource he could afford to spend, and if playing along meant progress toward his endgame, then so be it.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. 

He sighed, bracing himself as he strode to open it. “Let’s get this over with.”

Sam stood on the other side, beaming and eager. She wore a short, figure-hugging dress that stopped well above her knees, the plunging neckline leaving little to the imagination. Her makeup was subtle but carefully applied, and soft waves framed her face.

She looked... presentable, he supposed.

Justin forced a polite smile, his gaze sweeping over her with a mixture of indifference and appraisal. As she stood there, waiting for him to say something, a memory surfaced unbidden—Maeve. Maeve had always exuded effortless sophistication. Her style was sharp yet understated, her wit magnetic. She’d never needed to try so hard to command attention. The comparison stung in a way Justin didn’t expect a pang of something close to regret tightening in his chest.

But Maeve was gone. 

That life was gone. 

He shoved the thought aside, burying it with all the other pieces of himself he refused to examine too closely.

“Uh... nice dress,” Justin said finally, his voice flat but passable as a compliment.

Sam’s bright, expectant smile didn’t falter. 

Either she didn’t notice the lack of enthusiasm in his tone, or she didn’t care. She laughed lightly, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “I figured since you’re new here, I’d take you out—my treat, not the other way around,” she said, her laughter carrying a nervous edge.

Justin’s smile widened just enough to be convincing. “Well, shall we?” he asked, stepping aside and gesturing for her to lead the way.

Sam giggled, her excitement almost cloying as she linked her arm through his. They made their way to her car parked out front, her chatter filling the silence. Justin barely listened, letting her words wash over him like meaningless background noise. He nodded, when necessary, offered a faint chuckle at the appropriate moments, but his thoughts were elsewhere.

The evening was a performance, and Justin was already tired of it. Sam was nothing more than a stepping stone, a convenient distraction until she’d served her purpose. Still, he allowed her to guide him, playing the part with practiced ease. Every move was calculated, every smile a mask. He’d done this before, and he’d do it again.

As Sam unlocked the car and slid into the driver’s seat, Justin paused for a moment, his smirk returning as he looked up at the darkening sky. This wasn’t a detour. It was a setup. And Justin Shawn Smith always played the long game.

“There’s this great bar on Tenth Street that I absolutely love,” Sam said, unlocking the door. Then, almost as an afterthought, she added, “I actually kind of... work there.”

Sliding into the passenger seat, Justin adjusted his seatbelt and raised an eyebrow. “You dance at the bar, don’t you?” he asked, his tone casual but calculated.

Sam’s face flushed as she laughed nervously, starting the car. “How’d you even guess that?”

Justin leaned back, letting his gaze linger on her briefly. His smirk curved slowly. “Just a hunch.”

Her blush deepened, and she focused on the road, clearly flustered. Justin, meanwhile, felt a flicker of satisfaction. She was so easy to read, her body language and demeanor giving him all the answers without him having to pry. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a gnawing irritation at how unrefined she was. Every stammer, every nervous laugh, grated on him. She wasn’t clever; she wasn’t polished. She was just... there.

As they drove, Justin’s thoughts wandered. Maeve wouldn’t have been caught dead in this situation. She would’ve had questions, demands, expectations. 

Maeve wouldn’t have fumbled nervously at a confession; she would’ve owned it outright. Maeve had been strategic and polished—a chess player, not a pawn.

Sam, by contrast, was a tool, a means to an end. Her naivety was useful, but it grated on him. The comparison felt almost insulting, yet he couldn’t ignore how easily Sam’s role fit into his current plans. Every time she spoke, he had to suppress the urge to roll his eyes. Her enthusiasm was cloying, her laughter shrill. She was a caricature of innocence, and it annoyed him more than he cared to admit.

They turned onto a dimly lit street, the hum of the car’s engine filling the silence. Justin’s mind churned, already plotting his next steps. If her job provided access to cash—tips, payouts, anything—he could leverage that. Sam didn’t know it yet, but tonight’s date was merely a stepping stone in a far larger scheme.

“Here we are,” Sam chirped as she pulled into a parking spot. She glanced at Justin, her excitement evident. “Ready?”

Justin returned her smile, a faint glint of mischief in his eyes. “Absolutely,” he said.

As Justin stepped out of the car, he adjusted his jacket, his smirk firmly in place. Sam was eager, willing, and blissfully oblivious—exactly the kind of pawn he needed.

Their date at the bar had lasted three long hours. Justin had met her co-workers, shared drinks, and extracted every ounce of useful information he could manage, one calculated question at a time. By the time they arrived back at his motel, Sam’s mind was spinning with anticipation. She’d built the moment up in her head—a perfect goodnight kiss, maybe even something more. It was the kind of scene women imagined at the end of a promising date.

Justin, however, was focused on logistics. “So, how long have you worked at the bar?” he asked casually, leaning back in his seat. “Is it just a stepping stone, or something long-term?”

Sam blushed, signaling as she pulled into the parking lot. “It’s going to be permanent, at least for now,” she admitted. “I’ve got my little girl to think about, and the tips are good enough that I might be able to open my own business or even buy a house in a year or so.”

Justin nodded, turning up the charm as he responded. 

“That’s impressive, Sam. Good for you.” 

The words rolled off his tongue effortlessly, as easy as breathing. For Sam, though, they were transformative. She had fallen hard for Justin—his looks, his demeanor, the practiced way he made her feel seen. The small matter of his indifference to kids? She was confident she could work on that. 

When she parked in front of the motel, she unlocked the doors. 

Justin stepped out first, walking around to open her door.

“Oh, thank you!” she said, her cheeks flushing again.

“My pleasure,” he replied smoothly, stepping aside to let her out.

They walked together to his room, Sam hovering nervously as he unlocked the door. “Thanks, Sam. Tonight was... interesting,” Justin said, flashing a polite smile that barely reached his eyes.

Sam hesitated, her fingers fidgeting. “I was wondering...” She shifted on her feet. “How about dinner at my place tomorrow?”

Justin paused, studying her. She was practically glowing with eagerness, so desperate to make the next move. Her excitement was suffocating, a cloying weight he could barely tolerate. 

But he kept his expression neutral, a mask of warmth and interest. He figured he’d keep the game going, string her along a little further.

“Sounds absolutely great,” he said warmly. 

“Just give me your address, and I’ll be there.”

Practically bursting with excitement, Sam handed him a business card from her purse. Justin tucked it neatly into his shirt pocket, offering her a practiced smile.

“Uh, so... yeah...” Sam stammered, clearly unsure how to end the moment.

Before she could overthink it, Justin stepped closer. He tilted her chin gently, brushed his lips against hers, and stepped back just as quickly. She blushed furiously, her hand flying to her cheek.

“Thanks again,” Justin said, his voice low and smooth. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Around 8 p.m.?”

Sam nodded, still pink-faced and dazed as he slipped into his room. She lingered for a moment, replaying the kiss in her mind, before heading back to her car.

Inside, Justin shut the door and locked it, letting out an exasperated sigh. “Unbelievable,” he muttered, shaking his head. He hated kissing her, hated pretending this much, but it was part of the game. And he’d keep it up for as long as it took to get what he needed.

Throwing his jacket onto the bed, he sat heavily on the edge. “Dinner with a toddler? What the hell was I thinking agreeing to that? Stupid,” he muttered, tapping his temple in frustration. His mind churned, replaying her nervous enthusiasm, and the memory made his stomach twist. She was so naive it was almost painful to endure.

The faint hum of the air conditioner filled the room as Justin rubbed his temples, his mind already racing. “I seriously need to get out of this hellhole. Sioux Falls? Who even lives here?” he grumbled, shaking his head.

Then the realization hit him. He hadn’t checked in with his parole officer that day. “Shit,” he hissed, grabbing the cheap flip phone he’d bought at the bus station. Flipping it open with a snap, he dialed quickly, his jaw tightening as the line rang. Each passing second added to his irritation, the weight of his parole conditions pressing on his already fraying patience.
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THAT NIGHT, AFTER A tedious conversation with his parole officer, Justin collapsed into the creaky chair in his dingy motel room and flicked on the TV. Aimlessly flipping through channels, he muttered under his breath, “What the hell am I doing in this dump? Sioux Falls? Talking to Sam? Agreeing to this crap? Stupid, stupid,” he grumbled, tapping his forehead in frustration.

A sharp knock at the door jolted him from his thoughts. He froze, his hand pausing mid-air as he reached for the remote. His fingers tensed against the armrest. “What in fresh hell is this? Who even knows I’m here?” he muttered, tossing the remote onto the bed.

Rising to his feet, he trudged toward the door and peered through the peephole. Standing on the other side was a tall man in his early thirties, impeccably dressed with an air of confidence that bordered on arrogance. A thick yellow envelope was tucked under his arm, and his calm, composed smile suggested he’d been waiting patiently.

Justin opened the door, his tension melting into recognition. His demeanor shifted instantly. “Well, I’ll be damned if it isn’t Alexander. What’s up, man?”

The two clasped hands in a firm, familiar grip, a gesture steeped in history. Justin stepped aside, motioning him in.

“Heard you were out. Figured I’d swing by and check in,” Alex said smoothly, striding into the room with the self-assurance of someone who belonged wherever he went.

Justin shut the door and leaned against it, his arms crossed as he smirked. “How’d you even know I was here?”

Alex laughed lightly, shaking his head. “Come on, Justin. I’ve been keeping tabs on you since you went in. Let’s just say I’ve got my ways.”

Justin chuckled, gesturing toward the small table in the corner. “Figured as much. Always were good at that.”

They both sat down, and Alex set the envelope on the table with a deliberate motion. His expression shifted, the easygoing smile giving way to something more serious.

“I’m not here just to catch up,” Alex said, tapping the envelope with a finger. “This is business.”

Justin raised an eyebrow, intrigued. He picked up the envelope and opened it. A cascade of meticulously prepared documents spilled onto the table—IDs, a passport, a fake birth certificate—along with three tightly wrapped bundles of cash and a small safety deposit box key attached to a folded note.

“Everything you need to get out of this dump,” Alex said, his tone matter-of-fact. “Your exit strategy, courtesy of Eric.”

Justin’s fingers moved instinctively to the money, thumbing through the crisp bills. His eyes narrowed, suspicion flickering across his face. “Eric left me all this?” he asked, his voice quieter, more guarded.

Alex leaned back, arms crossed. “Yeah. Eric planned for this. He knew you’d do time, so he wanted you set the moment you got out. That’s why he made sure you kept your hands clean—relatively speaking.”

Justin nodded slowly, a faint grin tugging at his lips. 

“Thanks, man. This couldn’t have come at a better time. You have no idea what hell I’ve been through.”

“Oh, I’ve got some idea,” Alex said with a smirk, then leaned forward, his tone sharpening. 

“But seriously, who the hell is Sam? And what possessed you to hit her up at a bus station? You fucked up, bitch.”

Justin groaned, raking a hand through his hair. “Don’t remind me. God, I’ve got a dinner date with her tomorrow, and she’s got a toddler—a two-year-old. I fucking hate kids!” He spat the words like venom, sliding the ID and passport into the pocket of his jacket draped over the chair.

Alex burst out laughing, shaking his head. 

“A toddler? You’ve got to be kidding me. Man, you’re in deep. Totally screwed!” His laughter echoed through the room as Justin stared at the safety deposit box key, his mind already spinning with plans.

As Alex’s laughter subsided, he gestured toward the envelope. “Just don’t lose focus. You’ve got everything you need right there to make moves. Don’t let some random mom and her kid derail you.”

Justin smirked, sliding the cash back into the envelope. “Relax. I know exactly what I’m doing.”

But as he leaned back in the chair, the weight of the key resting heavily in his hand, his expression darkened. Plans were forming—complex, layered, and inevitable. Sam might have been a complication, but she was also a means to an end.

And Justin Shawn Smith always made the ends justify the means.
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IT HAD BEEN three years—three long, painful years. After everything that happened and our final return to Aberdeen, Ethan and I struggled emotionally, mentally, and physically. The scars ran deep, but we were determined to heal.

Ethan committed himself to grueling physical therapy to regain his ability to walk. He never missed a single session, pushing himself with a determination that bordered on obsession. Now, he walks without a limp or any outward signs of his injuries, though the pain still haunts him on bad days. 

Painkillers are a thing of the past; instead, he manages the discomfort his way—by hitting the gym with the same intensity he brought to his recovery.

I joined him at the gym not long after, not just to strengthen my body but to rebuild my fractured mind. The sessions became a shared ritual for us, a way to keep moving forward. Therapy, too, remained a constant. Our father insisted we continue, even after we’d made significant progress. Early on, we attended nearly three times a week, but now, once on weekends is enough to keep us grounded.

Other parts of our lives began to stabilize, though never quite the same as before. Ethan bought a modest house in Lincoln Nebraska, close to our parents. The proximity gave us a sense of security, a lifeline we clung to as we rebuilt our lives. The house—a cozy three-bedroom with a spacious kitchen and a welcoming living room—became our shared haven. I moved in after the hospital released us, staying to care for Ethan while he navigated life in a wheelchair. Even after he recovered, I stayed. We needed each other more than ever.

Work brought new purpose. I followed in our uncle Joe’s footsteps, becoming a private investigator. It felt right—turning my pain and experience into something meaningful. Ethan, on the other hand, stayed in his field as a nurse practitioner, splitting his time between the hospital and helping at Dad’s clinic when needed.

On the surface, it looked like we were moving on. But the truth is, we were coping, not forgetting. The memories of Luke, Gwen, Tara, and April lingered like ghosts in the corners of our minds. Their absence was a constant ache, creeping up when we least expected it.

Today, though, felt different.

I’d been called to the police station, a request I hadn’t expected. As I pulled into the lot, I spotted a familiar figure waiting by the door. For a moment, my heart lifted.

“Lieutenant Michaels,” I greeted him with a smile as he extended his hand.

“Maeve Adams,” he said warmly, his grip firm but kind. His hand brushed my arm, a gesture that felt both steadying and familiar. “It’s good to see you.”

He ushered me inside, his presence grounding me despite the sterile surroundings of the station. 

As we entered, I noticed a gathering of officers in the meeting room, their postures tense and focused. The air was charged with purpose. At the head of the room stood the new chief, flanked by a cluster of officers, their expressions serious.

“Have you returned to work?” I asked Michaels as he gestured toward the room.

He chuckled, the sound light but tinged with something deeper. “Not quite. I was asked to come in today, though.”

We stepped into the meeting room, and the tone shifted instantly. “Good, Miss Adams and Michaels are here,” someone announced. A few officers stood to greet Michaels, welcoming him back with handshakes and laughter. He fit in seamlessly, slipping into their camaraderie as though no time had passed. I followed him quietly, taking a seat nearby.

“So, what’s this meeting about? Why was I asked to come in on my day off?” I asked, reaching into my bag for a notebook. I clicked my pen, ready to take notes.

The chief clicked a remote, and a screen descended at the front of the room. The room stilled as he began. “Justin Shawn Smith was released three days ago for good behavior from Omaha Correctional Center.”

The name struck like a thunderclap. My pen slipped from my hand, clattering onto the table. My chest tightened, and for a moment, it felt like the air had been stolen from my lungs.

“Wait—what? Whoa, hold on,” I stammered, my hands raised in disbelief. “He was supposed to serve five years.”

The chief’s gaze was calm but edged with sympathy. “That’s why I called you and Michaels. His parole officer informed us of his release. We’ve taken over his case.”

He paused, letting the gravity of his words settle over the room. “Every movement he makes will be monitored. He’s required to call in daily to the station. One of our officers is supervising his parole, and he’s wearing an ankle monitor for the next six months.”

The words hung heavy in the air. My pulse thundered as I tried to process the sudden return of a name I had tried so hard to forget. Justin Shawn Smith was out. Free. And the shadows he cast threatened to reach us once more.

I let out a deep breath, frustration bubbling beneath the surface. “Where’s he living?” I demanded. “We have a restraining order against him—”

Before I could finish, the chief slid a file across the table toward me, passing another to Michaels. My fingers trembled slightly as I flipped it open.

“He called in today,” the chief continued. “He’s staying in Sioux Falls, South Dakota—three hours away.”

I rolled my eyes, trying to suppress the wave of anger rising in my chest. Of all places. Sioux Falls wasn’t far enough for my liking. Justin was a chapter of my life I never wanted to revisit. If he’d died in prison, I wouldn’t have cared. Released early for good behavior? I didn’t buy it for a second.

The chief’s voice cut through my spiraling thoughts. 

“Maeve, you and Ethan know Justin personally. We know him as an accomplice to a serial killer.”

I exhaled sharply, crossing my arms. “Yeah, well, that bastard isn’t anywhere near here. Why is everyone so worried?”

Michaels leaned back in his chair, nudging the file toward the center of the table. “Exactly. He’s three hours away. What’s the big deal?”

The chief’s jaw tightened, his eyes sharp. “I’m guessing you didn’t read page ten of the file, Lieutenant.”

That caught Michaels’ attention. 

His expression darkened as he pulled the file back. 

My stomach knotted as I flipped through my own copy, landing on page ten. There, tucked neatly inside, was a handwritten letter.

A letter from Justin.

It had been intercepted by the prison and rerouted to the police station instead of me. My stomach twisted as I stared at the familiar scrawl.

Maeve,

Yeah, I know it’s been a year since the court trial, blah blah blah, all the crap that happened. Yeah, I get it. Anyway, thought I’d send you this letter.

Guess I’m doing five, huh? Well, when I’m out, don’t worry—I don’t plan on seeing you. I got the restraining order. But that doesn’t mean I can’t, you know... have a bit of fun tormenting you.

Your brother killed Eric—a man I admired and respected. Send this warning to him: he’s a little fucking ass bitch, and I’m not done with him yet.

Anyway, Maeve, take care of yourself. Don’t do anything stupid. And stay away from the drug stuff (haha). Yeah, I know you’re smart. How smart are you really?

Justin aka: Mike

My heart stopped as I read the last line. My hands clenched the edges of the file, my knuckles white. The paper trembled in my grasp as rage, fear, and nausea churned within me, threatening to overwhelm.

“Son of a bitch,” Michaels muttered under his breath, slamming the file shut.

The room erupted into chaos. Officers stood abruptly, some pacing while others huddled with the chief in hurried conversation. Their voices blurred into a background hum, drowned out by the relentless echo of Justin’s venomous words in my mind. Every officer in that room had been at the manor three years ago. Every single one of them knew what we’d endured—what Justin had orchestrated. They’d seen the carnage, the pain, the aftermath.

But now, Justin wasn’t just a ghost from my past. He wasn’t a distant threat locked behind bars. He was out. He was moving freely, and his words left no doubt: he wasn’t done. I tried to steady my breathing, but it felt impossible. The fear had already coiled deep inside me, tightening its grip with every passing second. Justin wasn’t just a memory anymore.

He was a threat.

And I wasn’t sure I could ever feel safe again.

I’d spent three hours at the police station, enduring reassurances that everything was fine and that they’d keep Justin on their radar. But I wasn’t convinced. I knew Justin—or Mike—far too well. Before his true nature was revealed, we had known him as a friend, someone we thought we could trust. Then we met him again, as Justin: the accomplice to a monster.

Eric Stephenson had murdered over fifty women, with more victims still unidentified, making him one of the most prolific serial killers in history. And Justin? He wasn’t just a bystander. He had been Eric’s enabler, feeding him the tools, information, and resources he needed to kill.

Now Justin was out, living just three hours away from Nebraska. The thought made my blood boil. The fear, the nightmares—of Eric, of Justin—still haunted me. I couldn’t erase the memory of that night in the graveyard when Justin pinned me down, trying to take what wasn’t his. His eyes had been cold, his smile cruel. In that moment, he hadn’t just resembled Eric—he’d mirrored him, a chilling reflection of the same sadistic nature.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that Justin had a plan. He wasn’t out because of “good behavior.” He was out for a reason. I could only hope—pray, even—that his time in prison had changed him, taught him something. Anything. But hope felt like a fool’s game.
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AS I PULLED INTO THE driveway of our small home, I noticed Ethan’s truck parked in its usual spot. I parked and climbed out, slamming the car door harder than I needed to. My frustration bubbled over as I unlocked the front door and stormed inside, letting it slam shut behind me. I cursed under my breath, muttering angrily as I shrugged off my jacket and let it fall carelessly to the floor. My bag followed, tossed near the shoe rack without a second thought. I stormed into the living room, my steps heavy with irritation.

“Okay!” Ethan called out, his voice laced with amusement. He was sprawled by the fireplace, arms crossed, a grin plastered on his face. “Welcome home!” he added, dripping with mock sweetness. “Kinda missed you. Well, no, not really.”

I shot him a glare, pacing near the fireplace as he watched me with exaggerated curiosity.

“So, yeah,” he continued, pretending to hold a conversation with himself. “Hi, Ethan. How’s your day, bro? Oh, it’s fine, Maeve. Thanks for asking.”

I stopped pacing and fixed him with a look sharp enough to cut steel. He rolled his eyes and pushed himself off the couch, stepping forward to place his hands gently on my shoulders. The sudden gesture startled me, and I froze, looking up at him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked softly, his grin replaced by genuine concern.

For a moment, my anger faltered, but it didn’t vanish. 

“Justin,” I said flatly.

Ethan’s grin disappeared entirely. “What about him?” he asked, his voice lower, his tone cautious.

I stepped back, crossing my arms tightly over my chest. “He’s out. Released early for good behavior. He’s living in Sioux Falls.”

Ethan let out a low whistle, leaning back against the mantle. “Well, that’s... unfortunate.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully before smirking, his humor creeping back. “Did they at least put a GPS tracker on him? Or maybe a neon sign that says, ‘I’m a sociopath, shithead’?”

“Ethan!” I snapped, throwing my hands in the air. 

“This isn’t a joke!”

“I know, I know,” he said, raising his hands in mock surrender. “But come on, you can’t just storm in here like a tornado and not expect me to at least try to lighten the mood.”

I shook my head, exasperated. “You don’t get it. He wrote me a letter, Ethan. A letter.”

That wiped the smirk off his face. “What kind of letter?” he asked, his humor gone, replaced by a serious edge.

“The kind that promises torment and takes cheap jabs at you for killing Eric,” I said, pacing the room again. “The police intercepted it before it could get to me.”

Ethan straightened, his arms crossing tightly over his chest. The lightheartedness he’d shown earlier evaporated, replaced by a grim determination. “So, what’s the plan? Because I’m not about to sit around waiting for that moron to make his move.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted, my voice tinged with frustration. “The police say they’re monitoring him, but I don’t trust it. I don’t trust him.”

Ethan nodded, his jaw tightening. “We’ll figure something out,” he said, his voice steady and resolute. “But let me make one thing clear: if that scumbag even thinks about pulling something, I’ll make sure he regrets stepping foot out of that prison.”

I stopped pacing, glancing at him. His face was set, the playful grin from earlier long gone, replaced by a fierce protectiveness. But true to Ethan’s nature, a flicker of sarcasm slipped in.

“Honestly,” he added, shaking his head, “what kind of idiot gets out early on good behavior and immediately starts threatening people? Justin must’ve missed the part of rehab where they teach you not to be a moron.”

Despite myself, I let out a small, shaky laugh. “You’re impossible,” I muttered, but a hint of a smile crept onto my face.

Ethan shrugged, his lips quirking upward. “Gotta keep it real, Maeve. And seriously, if he wants to mess with us again, I say we remind him what happened the last time he underestimated this family.”

I sighed, my frustration giving way to a simmering unease. The thought of Justin out there, free and likely plotting, was enough to keep me up at night. But having Ethan in my corner—sarcasm and all—gave me a shred of comfort.
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I SPENT THE AFTERNOON explaining every detail to Ethan, laying out the station’s plan for keeping Justin on their radar. We stood in the kitchen side by side, preparing dinner. This wasn’t just any dinner, though. 

I realized I’d forgotten to mention one of the most significant changes in our family over the past three years. 

“ETHANNN! MAAAAAYYY!” 

A sweet, angelic voice boomed from the front door.

Our little sister. Alice.

After years of miscarriages—something we believed was due to the relentless torment and threats from Eric, which caused our mother unimaginable stress—she’d finally given birth. Alice was now four years old. And today, we were celebrating her birthday.

Mother gave birth to Alice the same year I was released from the hospital. Ethan was still recovering, confined to his hospital bed, wrapped in a half-body cast. 

I remember the moment in that delivery room vividly. 

Father had made me record it.

“Oh my God!” I squealed, bouncing on my toes as the camera jostled wildly in my hands.

“Maeve, honey, stop jumping around. I want this,” Mother said between deep, steadying breaths, her face flushed but determined. “Record this, Maeve.” She exhaled again, gripping the bedrails tightly as she focused through another contraction.

Father sat beside her, calm but encouraging, his hand on hers as he coached her through the process. “You’re doing great, Amy. Just a little more. Breathe with me.”

The room bustled with activity. Nurses moved swiftly, adjusting monitors and prepping equipment, while the doctor stood poised at the foot of the bed. “Here we go, Amy. One big push,” the doctor instructed, his voice steady but firm.

I couldn’t contain my excitement, squealing again as I watched the scene unfold. 

“Maeve, seriously! Stop squealing! You’re on camera duty!” Father called over his shoulder, his voice a mix of exasperation and amusement.

“I’m trying!” I shouted back, taking a deep breath and steadying the camera as best as I could.

And then we heard it: her first cries.

The room seemed to freeze for a moment, the sound filling every corner. Mother’s eyes welled with tears as she sobbed with relief and joy. Father laughed, practically beaming as he kissed her forehead before turning to cut the umbilical cord with trembling hands.

As for me? I squealed so loudly I was sure the camera captured nothing but blurry chaos and muffled noise.

“Maeve!” Father scolded, laughing despite himself.

“Not my fault!” I protested, clutching the camera tightly. “I’m just too excited!”

The nurses cleaned and swaddled Alice, placing her gently into Mother’s waiting arms. She was tiny, pink, and perfect, her little fists flailing as she let out another wail.

Ethan chuckled, shaking his head as he chopped vegetables with exaggerated calm.

“Maybe we should pretend we’re not home,” he teased, his voice dripping with faux seriousness.

Before I could respond, a loud, unmistakable knock rattled the door, followed by the enthusiastic declaration that only
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