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      For all the single moms wondering if you're a good mom 

      You are. You're amazing. You've got this.
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      I know the moment I come downstairs in the black pencil dress that he doesn’t like it. It’s too dark, too form-fitting, too loud in the middle of all their neutral, navy blue and reds. It’s always been like this, always this source of tension that I didn’t ask for. I just want to wear what I damn well want, and this dress is far more conservative than I’d prefer, but that doesn’t matter when your father is a senator. It doesn’t matter when you’re a Ward.

      “Stop,” my father says the moment he sees me, his eyes cold and hard. I don’t know if I ever remember a time when they were anything but the chilly blue they are now. “Go back upstairs and wear something proper.”

      “This is proper,” I argue despite knowing how things are supposed to go. “The hem is below the knee, this is business formal, and my shoulders aren’t even showing.”

      It’s the age-old argument, and it would make sense if I was a teenager. I’m twenty-three this year. I shouldn’t be told what to wear and where I can go, but when you’re born into one of the most influential families since the Rockefellers, you don’t get a say in much, let alone your clothing.

      “Don’t argue,” he says, his voice calm even if his eyes look deadly. “You know better. Go put on the navy blue dress your mother laid out for you.”

      The mother in question stands prim and proper next to my father. She’s wearing a matronly red dress and an expensive necklace my father made a show of purchasing for her during his last campaign. He wanted to look like a good husband, a loving one. He’d called the cameras there himself, and made sure to talk about his re-election for Senator. My mother hadn’t been allowed to say a single word, nor did she have a hand in picking the jewelry. Which means she now must wear a necklace that’s the complete opposite of her tastes. She’s lived her entire life like that.

      The most important trait of my mother isn’t her dress though. It isn’t her sensible heels, or her perfectly bleached blonde hair. It’s her silence. It’s always her silence. A trait she’s tried desperately to pass onto me to keep me safe. Unfortunately for them both, I’m incapable of it. The only thing my mother has ever given me is the memory of the Italian lullabies she sung for us as children, the only detail she’d given us about her heritage. She couldn’t sing them around my father, who ordered her to sing in English, and when we were about five, she stopped singing them at all, but Albie and I continued to sing them to each other. I don’t think those memories will ever disappear, even if she’s done her best to let them.

      But refusing to be the silent daughter often makes me the source of the Ward family’s latest scandal. When your dad’s a senator and your family is as rich as they are, you’re under constant scrutiny. One kiss and suddenly you’re plastered across the newspapers. God forbid you have a drink or try a little weed. Growing up in this family is a nightmare I wouldn’t have made it through if not for my twin brother, Albie.

      “Albert. Tell your sister the rule,” my father says, as if I need to hear it again.

      Albie’s face stays in a perfect mask as he stands just back and behind my father, his required position until he’s old enough to take over the family mantle. Though his face doesn’t move, his eyes crinkle just the barest amount, letting me know he’s going to tease me about this later.

      “We look like a family, and families match and look happy,” Albie parrots, his voice lacking the mocking quality he usually sports when Father isn’t around. A muscle at the corner of his mouth ticks, the only sign of his amusement.

      “Precisely. Now go change, Juliet. We’re going to be late because of you. As usual.” He looks at my makeup. “And tone down the red lipstick.”

      I roll my eyes and turn to go back upstairs to my perfectly curated bedroom. It’s all crystal I’m not allowed to touch and pink florals I would have never picked for myself. I grab the terrible maroon dress laid across my bed and scowl at it. Bland, simple, and capable of making me blend into the background. Just like my father likes it. Just how I hate it.

      I touch my hand to my blonde hair that I’d do anything to dye the brightest colors. But Ward’s don’t look like pretty birds. They look rich and ridiculous. They’re blonde and proper. I pull on the dress with a grunt of disgust before going back down.

      My frown feels permanently etched on my face as I glide down the stairs.

      “Much better,” Father says before turning and leading the way out the doors towards the limo. “But don’t think I don’t notice the lipstick. Lucky for you, it doesn’t look as bad with the maroon.”

      “Much better,” I mock under my breath, sneering at his back. The urge to get brighter lipstick fills me, but I don’t have time to run back to my room and swap it out.

      Albie bumps his shoulder against mine. “Don’t worry, Sis. You look good in maroon, too.”

      “Shut up,” I grumble at him, flicking him on the nose. “You look all proper in your matching suit and tie.”

      He shrugs. “We do what we have to.”

      It’s suffocating being the black sheep of the family. It’s even worse for Albie, who’s expected to take over the family name and carry on the legacy. Father is hard on him, and where I have had opportunities to hang out with friends, Albie hasn’t. My role? I’m just breeding stock. That’s a daughter’s duty in a rich family. I’m just lucky that hasn’t come up yet. I’m better as a political statement of good fatherhood right now than I am married off.

      Once we’re in the car, my father levels me with his signature cold gaze again and I know I’m about to get a lecture. I brace for it as I tilt my chin up.

      “You need to behave for the good of the family, Juliet,” he starts, and I swear I’ve heard this exact conversation start this exact way a thousand times. “Your great grandfather wouldn’t want this for you. He was president so that we could live this life. You have to support the family. If I’m going to win the presidency by the time I’m sixty, you’re going to have to be better. Be better. Be a Ward. Act like it.”

      Be a Ward. His signature line. I swear he ends every lecture with it. It’s a privilege to be a Ward. You should be grateful. But I’ve never felt like a Ward. Being under the scrutiny of so many people growing up, being sexualized before I was even a teenager, being monitored twenty-four seven, it wears on you. I don’t even have any friends. The security team often with me makes that impossible. So, my only friend continues to be Albie. At least I have him.

      The event we’re attending is some political gala. I don’t know what the pretend charity we’re supposed to be supporting is today. It’s never actually for a good cause. The money raised just goes into the charity pot that then gets funneled back into the rich’s pockets. That’s how they stay rich. No one questions it. And when they do—like I’ve done before—there’s an uproar about how insensitive you are.

      Dad makes a speech and wanders off to mingle and convince people to support him during the next campaign, leaving me alone for the first time of the night. I sigh, and immediately reach for the food being passed around on silver platters.

      “A figure like that requires you to watch what you eat.”

      I turn, a shrimp literally sticking out of my mouth and meet the eyes of a man I don’t think I’ve ever seen up close before. That doesn’t mean I don’t know who he is, though. No, everyone knows the Harrington family. Like the Wards, they’re filthy rich, but unlike us, they’re also rumored to be in bed with the 27 Foundation. Ten years ago, if you asked me if the society of powerful people spread out across twenty-seven locations around the world existed, I would have laughed. Now, I’m no fool. I know who they are. I know how dangerous they are.

      Just as dangerous as Augustus Harrington.

      I quickly chew the food I’d been eating and prop my hand on my hip. “I figure if I need health advice, I’ll go ask a doctor, not a spoiled rich guy.”

      He smirks in amusement, but I get the feeling it’s not because he’s been won over by my charm. No. He’s thinking about the audacity I have to speak to him like that. Rich assholes like this never get told no. That’s okay. I’ll be his first.

      “Is that any way to speak to your future husband?” he asks.

      I snort in a very un-ladylike manner. “Future husband? You’re dreaming, dude.”

      At that moment, my father decides to step onto stage and start speaking. I scowl at Augustus and turn toward him, another rule. When he’s giving a speech, we’re required to look proud and interested. If we don’t, we’re in trouble.

      “I suppose now is a good time to announce the amazing news,” my father starts, gesturing over to me. The entire crowd turns my way and I tense. “This isn’t just a charity event. It’s also an engagement party. Let’s have some applause for the happy partnership between my daughter, Juliet Ward, and Augustus Harrington, the CEO of Harrington Enterprises.”

      My eyes widen and it takes everything in me not to run away as everyone starts to clap. I nearly throw up when Augustus moves closer and leans in, his breath hot on my face.

      “Don’t look so shocked, Juliet. This is your duty,” he whispers too low for anyone else to hear.

      I jerk my head toward him and stare up at the horrible man. The rumors of him aren’t nice, but because he’s a man, no one cares. Rich men are allowed to be assholes. They’re allowed to abuse the women they date, have scandals, and test the waters with drugs and alcohol. No one reprimands them. No one dares tell them no.

      “How about you go fuck yourself?” I hiss between my teeth even as I smile for the cameras going off.

      He chuckles, like he’s delighted to have a horse he can break. I’m in danger. Oh god, I’m in real danger.

      The rest of the party passes in a blur. Too many people come up to tell me congratulations, not once asking me my thoughts. Albie floats around the room, flicking worried glances my way throughout the night, as if he expects me to explode. I half expect myself to explode. Only my etiquette training keeps me functioning through fear.

      The moment we walk back into the mansion too big to ever feel like a home, I turn on my father and spit the words I’ve been holding in all night. “I’m not marrying him.”

      “You will,” Father says, not even bothering to look my way as he removes his cuff links. “It’s your duty.”

      “And what about what I want?” I spit. “You’ve heard the rumors. He’s dangerous and⁠—”

      “Don’t be selfish, Juliet,” he chastises, unconcerned for my safety. “You’re a Ward, which means it’s about what’s good for the family, not about what you want.”

      Panic sets in. I can’t do this. I thought I had more time. “I won’t marry him,” I snarl. “You can’t make me.”

      He levels his gaze on me, and I nearly shrivel in on myself. “Can’t I?”

      All the rumors about my own family flash through my mind then, about the kind of shit my family quietly participates in, shit I’ve never gone searching for, shit I want nothing to do with. I don’t want to be a Ward. I just want to be Jules.

      I straighten and tip up my chin, understanding the threat, understanding I will never change his mind. He’s made this arrangement purely for political gain and power. A merging between the Ward family and the Harringtons that solidifies connections in the 27 Foundation. Father will never lose an election again. He’s made sure of it.

      “Good,” he says, smirking. Still, it never reaches his eyes. “Make sure to avoid the black clothing from earlier so we don’t have a repeat of it. Good Christian girls don’t wear black, and good wives obey. It’s best you learn it now before you become one.”

      And then he leaves me standing there in a house that feels more like a cage than ever. My mother looks at me with dead eyes and then moves to follow him, not willing to get reprimanded for her own daughter. She’s never been willing to sacrifice anything for us. She’s too busy trying to survive herself.

      Albie threads his arm through mine and drags me up the stairs. I barely remember the steps as we move silently through the big house that’s covered in cameras. The only safe place is our rooms. There are no cameras there, mostly because father wouldn’t want those videos and photos getting out, not because he cares about our privacy.

      As soon as my bedroom door is closed, Albie grabs my shoulders. “Say something,” he begs. I must look scary right now.

      I meet eyes that are an exact copy of my own, eyes that belong to our father. The Wards always have these eyes. It’s a dominant trait that reminds us we can’t escape.

      “I have to go,” I whisper, afraid someone will hear me.

      His eyes widen. “But Jules⁠—”

      “If I stay, he’ll marry me off to that asshole,” I croak. “Albie, you’ve heard the rumors. I won’t survive it. You know I won’t.”

      He clenches his jaw. “There’s nowhere you can run he won’t find you.”

      “I can do it,” I reassure him. And I’m confident I can. This isn’t a one-off decision. I’ve thought about this for years, looked into the mechanics of it. I’ll do what I have to do, but I can’t stay here. I can’t be a Ward any longer.

      He looks at me, and I know he sees my decision made. “Okay,” he breathes out, and reaches for a backpack. “Essentials only. Leave electronics behind.”

      “You could come with me,” I try.

      He shakes his head. “I’m not in immediate danger. Besides, who else is going to tell you when he gets too close?” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a flip phone. “I got this to chat with Deigo without being spied on. It’s unhackable apparently. I’ll get another. I’ll call you once I do.”

      My eyes well. “What am I gonna do without you?”

      He smiles gently and drags me into a brutal hug. He doesn’t cry—he’s almost lost the ability for that—but I can feel all his emotion in that hug.

      “I don’t want to leave you here in this prison,” I choke out, squeezing him back.

      “It’s not a prison for me in the same way, Jules. Don’t worry. I’ll be able to step out of the cage soon. And then you can come back.”

      I sob as I pack my backpack. Great, big, ugly tears drip down my face as I grab what I can. Essentials only. A few pairs of sensible clothing. The jewelry worth anything that I can sell. The cash I’ve been stashing away. Toiletries. And finally, a picture of me and Albie together that I have framed on my desk. That’s it. That’s all I get to take away from this life.

      I wait until everyone goes to sleep, and then Albie helps me slip from the back door without the cameras seeing, the pathway we’ve followed a million times to avoid being seen. When you’ve grown up under the eyes of cameras, you learn where they don’t look fast. And I use that to my advantage now.

      Before anyone even thinks to check for me, I’m long gone . . .
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      “Now, slowly slide your hand from your chest down to your stomach, feel the flesh there. Dig your nails in, a reminder of what a good boy you are,” I purr into the mic, chuckling a few seconds later as if I can see the person doing these actions. This is all pre-recorded though. It’s a scene I’m setting, not one I’m participating in live. “Beautiful,” I continue. “Look how desperate you are to be touched. No, you can’t wrap your hand around your cock yet. I want you to stroke along the edge of the base, teasing. I want you to leak for me. Can you be a good boy and leak?”

      I sigh as I finish up the scene and sit back in the seat, the yawn coming out of nowhere as I finalize the file and shoot it across to the client who requested it. Voice scenes are a lucrative part of my cam business, bringing in about twenty percent of my income. They aren’t cheap, but because my brand has been built on mystery and a darker, gothic aesthetic, requests roll in. Five minutes after I send the audio clip, a message pops up along with a very generous tip. I smirk. Another good boy. My good boys definitely fund my lifestyle, even if I can’t be showy. Being anonymous takes most of the effort anyways. I can’t let anyone know who I really am. Not even the people I work with know, and my personal assistant has literally helped shove my boobs into a corset before. Yet she doesn’t know my last name.

      Another email pops up before I can close down my laptop and I frown when I see the subject line.

      
        
        COLLABORATION REQUEST – PLEASE WORK WITH US!

      

      

      All caps. Desperate sounding. Hungry.

      I click it open and read through the email.

      
        
        Good evening, Ms. Vanta Vyxxxen.

      

        

      
        My name is Cash and I’m one of three parts of The Velvet Rodeo. We’re an up and coming successful business that’s looking for collaboration with beautiful cam workers like yourself. We offer a generous profit share and a damn good time. Our stats are attached to this email so you can see our growth and trajectory as well as all our links to see some example work. These three cowboys would be thrilled to work with you out in Steele, Wyoming, for a three-week collaboration. I look forward to hearing from you.

      

        

      
        Cash (BootScootNBooty)

        1/3 of The Velvet Rodeo

      

      

      I click the attachments to view their growth and raise my brows in surprise. Oh, they’re growing rapidly. Their channel is only a year old, too, but they’re doing very well for themselves. Cam cowboys? I get why it’d be popular. When I click on the links of their example work, I really understand how they’re growing so fast. Clearly, they know what they’re doing.

      “Holy shit,” I whisper as I watch video after video of cleverly edited videos and perfectly taken photos.

      I check the location on a map and study the city nestled between two mountain ranges. Well, it’s not too far of a drive. Three weeks is a little long, but it makes sense when there are three of them and we’d have to work out the collaboration logistics. But I can’t just do a collaboration without rules and protections. One slip up, and my family will find me. It’s why I never show my face on my streams. Facial recognition software has gotten too good and it’s not like I have a beard to hide behind. So, I wear masks in all my content or use some creative angles to make sure I’m not recognized. But if I join this collaboration, they’ll see my face, which means I must have rules in place well before we ever meet.

      I hit “Reply” and attach my requirements to the email.

      
        
        Dear Cash,

      

        

      
        I checked out your content and The Velvet Rodeo looks promising. While everything looks good to me, I do have requirements in order for us to agree to work together. Please find them attached.

      

        

      
        Thank you.

        Vanta Vyxxxen.

      

      

      My rules are simple really, but they’re a lot to promise, especially for three weeks. They’re required to provide private housing for a team of four including myself, and provide food. Really, this requirement rules out small time channels from requesting a collaboration they’re not prepared for. I’ve had so many issues before where they weren’t prepared even with the barest amount of items. I don’t really expect food every meal. There’s almost always negotiations and that’s the first thing I knock off. The next rule is no peanuts. Two of my team are dangerously allergic to them. Also, everyone involved is required to sign an NDA stating they won’t discuss my involvement, appearance, or any details about me to anyone at all. I expect fifty percent of royalties paid to my accounts monthly and there will be no contact after the contract is up except for payment and potential future collaborations. I glance over at the rat currently hanging off the couch and roll my eyes. They also have to allow Ratrick Swayze, but so far, no one has had an issue with that.

      “Ratrick,” I chastise him when he falls with a plop to the floor and immediately scurries back to try again. “Try not to leave little claw marks in that couch. They look bad on camera.”

      He squeaks at me, as if to give me attitude, but I don’t reprimand him for it. He can have as much attitude as he wants. He’s too much a sweetheart for me to be mad at him for long.

      I go to stand up after I hit send, but before I can rise to my feet, my computer dings with another email. Frowning, I plop back down and click open the email. “We accept your requirements! When can we expect you? -Cash.” I blink. “What the fuck?”

      He didn’t negotiate. He didn’t even ask questions or anything. Just that quick, he accepted.

      Looking over at Ratrick climbing across a teddy bear, I swear under my breath. “Well, shit. Okay. Guess we’re going to Wyoming, Ratrick.”

      A noise in another room calls my attention, so I quickly type out a reply and hit send before standing and going to the other room.

      
        
        See you in a week. - Vanta
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      “We did it!” Cash explodes, suddenly slamming up from the computer and sending the chair toppling backwards. It scares the shit out of me and I jerk in response, thinking we’re being shot at, or worse, doxed.

      I press my hand to my chest and scowl at one of my best friends. “You scared the shit out of me,” I growl. “The hell did we do to make all that necessary?”

      Cash spins and meets me eyes, a huge grin on his face. “Vanta Vyxxxen just signed on for a collaboration!”

      Swayer straightens where he sits on the couch. “You got Vanta Vyxxxen? How?”

      Cash shrugs. “She sent through some requests, but I jumped on it quick. I didn’t want her to change her mind. This is the breakthrough we need!”

      “What sort of requests?” I grumble.

      “Don’t know. Didn’t read ‘em,” Cash laughs.

      “You didn’t read them?” I growl, standing up. “But you agreed to them?”

      “Bro, Vanta Vyxxxen is big time. It doesn’t matter what she requests. Just her being on our stream will blow us up. She’s the gothic goddess of edging. Our clients are going to go nuts for her,” Cash continues excitedly, clearly not worried at all to what he agreed to. He could have signed away our souls and the asshole wouldn’t even care.

      “Jesus Christ,” I growl, coming over to the computer and clicking through the emails before finding the attached requirements. I scan through it and swear. “You fucking idiot! You agreed to house and feed a team of four. Private housing.” I’m not worried about the NDAs. That’s pretty standard for this kind of thing. No one wants their personal information to get leaked online. Fifty percent of the royalties isn’t bad and completely fair, though we usually get slightly more for hosting and providing equipment. “And she’s bringing a pet rat.”

      “That’s wicked,” Cash exclaims. “Of course she’d have something cool like a rat. I expected something like a snake, but a rat is super cool, too.”

      I read over the NDAs she sent and frown. “These NDAs say we literally can’t talk about her appearance, her name, her details, or even tell anyone she was here if someone comes asking. That’s a strange thing to include in there.”

      “Her channel is all about anonymous mystery,” Sawyer shrugs. “It makes sense if you think about it, even if it is a little stricter than ones we’ve signed before.”

      “Yeah. She’s been established for three years. She has her stuff set in stone. We can learn so much from her,” Cash adds, as eager as a puppy getting pets. Fuck. He’s always getting us into this shit without reading.

      “And where exactly is she going to stay? She asked for private housing. Where are you gonna put her and her team? In the barn?”

      Cash shrugs. “I can give up my little cabin temporarily. I don’t care.”

      “And what about the food provided for a team of four? We’re gonna start off at a loss,” I remind him, shaking my head.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Cash argues. “I promise we’ll make back all our money and more.”

      “For fuck’s sake, if we’re going into the red⁠—”

      “We won’t!” he swears, grabbing my face and shaking it. “Bro, it’s Vanta fucking Vyxxxen! She’s big. Like big, big. If even a quarter of her clients subscribe to The Velvet Rodeo, we’ll be set for the year!”

      I guffaw at his words. “She’s that big?”

      “She is,” Sawyer throws in. “Her numbers are wild. Over a million subscribers last I checked.”

      Cash rolls his eyes. “Did you not look into the list of people I sent you? You’re supposed to be in charge, which means being informed of stuff like this.”

      “I didn’t have time to check out everyone you emailed,” I counter. “Ophelia was refusing to let down again.”

      “Again?” Sawyer sighs. “She’s getting pickier.”

      “Yeah, she is.” I eye Cash and sigh. “Fine. We do this, but you’re in charge of making the preparations. Also, you’re on tonight, too.”

      “Aye, aye, Iron Buckle,” Cash says, saluting me.

      I shoot him a glare and slip out the door. I gotta go get different cow feed and see if Ophelia wants any of that. I swear that dairy cow is gonna be the death of me.

      If this Vanta Vyxxxen isn’t first, that is.
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      A three-week trip takes far more work than I realized, which is saying something because I move around so much anyways that my belongings mostly stay packed. I’ve learned I can’t stay in one place for longer than six months without my father’s private investigators getting too close. And six months is pushing it. So now, I move almost every four months at this point, and I always change up my pattern.

      Which really sucks when you finally find a coffee shop you like only to have to abandon it a few months later. This bitch lives for good coffee. There aren’t a lot of things I wouldn’t do for a good cup of joe.

      I’ve already packed all the clothing and essentials I need. Now, Ivy, my personal assistant, and I are working on packing up the equipment we might need while gone. Sure, this is a collaboration and the men of The Velvet Rodeo should have all the equipment needed, but I’ll still need to post content to my own channel outside of the collaboration. Plus, if any requests come in, I don’t want to have to use their equipment for it.

      “I don’t think we’re going to need the sound booth or anything,” Ivy says before she straightens and wipes the sweat from her brow. “How much sound can the country have anyways?”

      I purse my lips. “You know, you’re probably right. I can’t imagine Steele, Wyoming is louder than the city.” I mark off the sound booth from our packing list. “What about the ASMR mic?”

      “Oh, for sure. You have that one regular who asks for a video at least once every few weeks. And he’s about due. Plus, he tips well.”

      “Right again,” I say, smiling.

      Ivy has been a godsend. Not only is she an amazing personal assistant, but she’s also followed me from city to city without an issue and we’ve ended up being roommates to make things easier. I’d asked her why she was so easily able to move around the country, but she’d only given me a deadpan expression and asked me the same question. We’ve quietly agreed not to broach the subject again. She can keep her secrets just as I’ll keep mine. She’s so damn good at her job, that it hardly matters. She saves my life and my schedule on the daily. Without her, I don’t know where I’d be.

      “Knock knock!” a voice calls from the front door.

      “In the recording room, Bonnie!” I call to her, smiling when she appears around the door. “I’ve already got all the clothes packed. Are you sure you’re able to go with us?”

      “Of course, I’m sure,” Bonnie beams, the wrinkles around her eyes highlighting her age as she smiles. She’s still absolutely beautiful, those bright green eyes holding all the soul and fire she’s carried over from her younger years. From what I understand, Bonnie is quite the activist still despite having been arrested at least a dozen times. I’m still surprised a badass like her is willing to work with my insane schedule.

      “A trip out west to see some cowboys? What kind of lady you think I am that I would miss that?” Bonnie adds with a wiggle of her eyebrows before she disappears.

      “Do you want me to help with—” I start.

      “Nope! I got it! You just worry about all that fancy equipment,” Bonnie called, before I hear her start rustling around in the other room followed by a giggle.

      Ivy levels me with her gaze. “You sure three weeks is doable? We’re almost at the end of our four months here.”

      I nod. “When we come back, we’ll start prepping to move. Three weeks in Wyoming will be good for us. It’s fall. Things are starting to slow down. And the middle of nowhere on a ranch in Wyoming seems like the best place to avoid . . . well, you know.”

      “Mmhmm,” she agrees, as if she does know. As if I know her reason for running. She grins. “Look at us. Just a couple of mysterious bitches.”

      I snort and shake my head. “Yeah. That’s exactly what we are.” I look around and frown. “Have you seen Ratrick?”

      Ivy rolls her eyes. “Your rodent is on the kitchen counter chowing down on an apple. Again.”

      “He’s clean,” I promise. “Rats are actually super clean. They spend a lot of time cleaning themselves and⁠—”

      “Rarely even need bathing. Yes, I know,” Ivy finishes, laughing. “Of all the things you do, I think Ratrick Swayze is the hardest to get used to. A dog would have made sense. Even a cat. But a rat? Only quirky bitches like you get a rat.”

      I grin. “At least it wasn’t a tarantula. It was almost that. Or a scorpion. Those are cool, too.”

      “Whatever,” Ivy says, laughing. “I swear you and I are opposites when it comes to stuff like this.”

      “You could always get a pet yourself,” I offer. “I seriously don’t mind.”

      “Nah,” Ivy says. “There isn’t an animal in this world that deserves the likes of me.”

      She says it so flippantly, I’m reminded again that there really isn’t much I know about Ivy. We don’t talk about personal things, especially who we are and where we come from. I don’t know where she’s from originally, though her accent feels like it’s from the south somewhere. I’m not the best at placing accents, though. I don’t even really know if she has family or people she cares about. She doesn’t seem to have hobbies besides screaming at the men on reality dating shows when they do something stupid. Usually, I’m there screaming with her though, so we do have that in common.

      Who exactly is Ivy? Do I even have a right to ask when she doesn’t even know my real last name?

      “So, we’re driving your car, right?” Ivy asks as she finishes zipping up a case of equipment and turns to me. “We know my clunker won’t make it the ten-hour trip to Steele.”

      I nod. “Yeah. I already took it to get the oil changed and everything. We should be good to go.”

      “Good, good.” She looks around the room. “I’m gonna go make some lunch. You done in here?”

      Nodding again, I straighten and shove my hair from my face. I’m currently sporting soft bangs, a look I’ve grown to love. The bright purple and yellow colors were hard to get used to, but I love the way it looks with my full body black ink tattoos. Every time we move, I change my hair color. I’m going to miss this color combo, I think.

      I’m not looking forward to the long drive out to Wyoming, but it’s a necessity. We can’t exactly fly. With a family like mine, they’d know the moment I stepped foot on an airplane. My father likely has alerts for that very instance, which means I can’t ever just leave the states. It would have been far easier to escape to Central America if not for the power my family has. Albie warned me to stay in the mainland states purely because of my father looking for me. And he knows what he’s talking about.

      After all, he’s Dad’s right-hand man now.

      I plop down in my office chair and pull up a secure chat before typing up a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey baby brother. I’ll be in a difference place for three weeks starting tomorrow. A job opportunity came up that was hard to pass. If there’s an emergency, I’ll be in Wyoming.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send and wait. I don’t ever give him the specific place, mostly because he should be able to see his phone location that he gave me. But it also helps not to write it down. I trust Albie with my life. But things are fallible. Even the location on his phone is locked behind three passwords and two biometric scans. We haven’t taken any risks.

      A message pops through a few minutes later and I smile at the words.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re older by three minutes. That hardly makes me a baby. Be safe, Sis.

      

      

      

      

      

      Three minutes, and I never let him forget it. That’s what twins do, right? Fight about who’s older. That’s been the hardest part about being on the run, being apart from Albie. We were inseparable before I left. Now I haven’t seen him in person in four years. I’d almost caved a few times and run back home just to see him, but his words of reassurance
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