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      For the ones who learned to lie for survival.

      May you find someone worthy of the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        It’s better to be a fake somebody than a real nobody.

        TOM RIPLEY, THE TALENTED MR. RIPLEY
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            A NOTE BEFORE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the point in the book where we remember that fiction is fiction.

      Stories have always been a place to explore fear, desire, danger, power, and the darker corners of human emotion from the safety of a page.

      The Puppet Master is a dark romance containing themes of manipulation, coercion, violence, abuse, grief, and disturbing cult practices.

      If those themes sound too heavy, this may not be the story for you—and that’s perfectly okay.

      But if you’re here to wander somewhere dark for a while, settle in, get comfortable, and enjoy the story.
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      There are many reasons to believe I’m not a sentimental person, but perhaps the clearest is my utter hatred for fate.

      It hasn’t mattered how coincidental the events in my life have aligned themselves—the thought of a future outside calculations is so cowardly avoidant it’s hard to give credit to anyone who even utters the word fate or destiny or soul mates, or anything else along those nonsensical lines.

      In the end, our life is our own, decided by the choices we’ve made and by the way we’ve responded to the choices of others and the happenings of the world around us.

      So then, when my groggy eyes pop open, lashes brushing thick material that blackens my world, the first thought that pops into my mind is…

      What have I done?

      The gasp that rips through my lungs echoes as I jolt up, hands digging into something hard and damp. The jagged edges of rock, metallic and moist, the scent so strong it coats my mouth.

      Or maybe it’s something else. Copper coiled around a sandpaper tongue.

      Blood?

      A whimper breaks through the dark: thin, strained, unfamiliar yet somehow mine. I reach for the blindfold, but my hand feels heavy and weak. I smack myself in the face, disoriented, worse than I should be.

      Not blood.

      Drugs.

      I claw the blindfold off and slam it down with a fist, stripping myself of a pause I wish I’d taken.

      Candle-light licks up damp rock encaging me in a tiny cell. I scoot backward on rough earth until my back bangs against stone.

      “Hello?” I call out, unease reverberating off the walls of what can only be a cave. Deep, dark, no outside light to hint at how far the tunnel extends past the metal bars.

      No response. Not a sound other than the thump in my ears.

      I shuffle to a crouch and dart my eyes like an animal searching for predators. The cell looks made for two, but it feels crowded. Stale air hangs with particles of threat that cling to my skin and settle in my throat.

      I can taste it, feel it, smell it, and it’s almost enough to send my survival instincts into full gear. A fatal mistake—not only a waste of adrenaline, but a reveal of cards. A flare announcing my readiness to fight, attack, survive.

      I’ve never woken up in a cave, but I know predators. What they crave, how they see, what excites and what soothes. The worst thing you could do is look anything but weak.

      I close my eyes for half a breath.

      Don’t react.

      Tune.

      “Who—Who’s there?” When my elbow scrapes jagged stone, I jolt. Gasp. Turn.

      I rise fast, hands folding over my stomach.

      “Hello?!” I yell, my voice loud and sharp. Intentionally scared. A lioness disguised as a mouse.

      No response. Again.

      Regroup.

      Where am I?

      I look around as if it’s necessary. It’s a cell deep within a cave, already established. But I still let my eyes study the sleek, metal bars—all black with minimal dust. Not a trace of rust, despite the damp air.

      It’s new.

      Probably made for me. A small comfort knowing there isn’t a dark history to wonder about.

      He/they drugged me.

      Why?

      To transport me. Or disorient me. Or both.

      What’s my last memory?

      My fingers dig into my arms as I try to think. But my memory is so fogged by the drugs, it’s hard to recall anything about yesterday. Was it day? Was it night? Was I studying?

      I dig harder, my long nails scraping flesh, forcing my mind to sharpen with the pain. When the image clears, I release.

      My bed. I was definitely in my bed.

      Cinder was curled on my chest, my collarbone vibrating with her steady purr. It was half-past midnight when I last looked at the clock. My eyes were crossing after hours of studying and scrolling Reddit, yet my mind was wired.

      I took a pill.

      My vision blurred before the white ceiling faded away, Cinder’s paw on my neck the last thing I remember before I slipped into sleep.

      An echo sounds from deep in the cave: a rock dropping in water. Maybe a small animal. Maybe a sociopath.

      “Is somebody there?” I call, quieter now. I watch the pitch black of the tunnel and wait for a movement, a shadow, a person to appear.

      Nothing.

      Stepping up to the bars, I search for an opening or groove. For some indication of a door.

      Nothing.

      Did he build this while I was unconscious, lying steps away?

      What’s the plan—keep me locked in here forever?

      I grab the bars and yank. Cold metal sears the soles of my feet as I brace for leverage. My groans travel the tunnel as I jerk and pull, body leaned back, arms straining. It doesn’t even rattle.

      “What the fuck is this?!” Curling my hand into a fist, I slam one of the bars. The only answer is an ache in the side of my hand.

      I spin to seek out a candle and settle on the first I see. A long wax stick burned down to inches, held in a metal base bolted into the rock. Who knows how long ago these were lit—or what I would’ve done if I’d woken up in darkness.

      Careful not to snuff out the flame, I push the candle through the bars and scan for anything outside the cell. Not a person, but a sign.

      This is starting to feel like a game.

      Something round and wooden draws my eye to the cave floor. I sidestep in front of the object, kneel, and extend the candle through.

      A shovel. Wooden handle toward me, steel blade lost in shadow but unmistakably hopeful.

      I return the candle to its holder and lie flat on my belly, the bar bruising my cheek as I reach through. I can barely graze it. Whoever placed it there either measured the distance with surgical precision or gambled on my escape. Playfully evil or incredibly stupid.

      “Come on,” I moan, extending my arm until my ligaments scream for mercy. Pain lights up my shoulder as my longest two fingertips pinch the splintered wood and try—unsuccessfully—to drag it closer.

      I close my eyes, let my arm relax. Inhale wet dust.

      Then plunge into the bars, fingertips catching the shovel in a loose grip—just enough to drag it a centimeter.

      The next centimeter comes more easily than the first. Then an inch. Then my whole palm is grasping the handle and pulling the shovel through, a splinter catching in my thumb.

      A victorious pop leaps from my mouth—half laugh, half cry—as I stand and sling the shovel over my shoulder. Weapon first, tool second.

      “I get what you’re doing!” I yell. Though I’m not sure who I’m talking to.

      My eyes search the black beyond the bars. Silent. Still. But I picture eyes watching me from the darkness. Or a computer.

      “Show yourself, you coward!”

      The shovel jerks as I pivot. Shadows dance in the candlelight and pull my attention toward nothing, imagined threats as disorienting as the drugs.

      I wait a minute.

      Then another.

      But, of course, no one comes. And no one will. That’s why they left the shovel.

      Another splinter stings my palm as I grip the handle and slam the shovel down, metal clanging against rock and dirt.

      “I’m not playing your fucking games!”

      This time, I don’t wait for a response. I find a spot by the wall and fold myself down, arms cinched around my knees. Heartbeat thudding in my ears.

      Here’s what I know.

      Whoever built this cell didn’t bother with a door. They lit candles but left no lighter.

      There’s no food basket in the corner. No jugs of water anywhere.

      I woke up on rock that fades into loose dirt near the bars. A shovel left just within reach.

      There’s no room to question what I’m supposed to do.

      But is this a game? Or a test?

      If it’s a game, I’m designed to lose. If it’s a test, I’m not sure I want to pass.

      So I just wait—part pride, part stubbornness pinning me to the cave floor. Maybe a half hour passes while I watch a candle burn. Maybe longer. Maybe less. Every minute stretches, contracts, distorts itself until time is only measured by the melting wax.

      Occasional sounds come from down the cave, but I’m not convinced they’re human. Just the slow drip of water into a puddle and the skitter of rodents.

      I try not to imagine what my father would say if he saw me now. Cold and pathetic and cowardly. He spent years drilling bravery, strength, intelligence into me, preparing me for a day as dark as this. And here I am again, wasting adrenaline.

      I try not to hear his voice… but it comes anyway.

      Why are you just sitting there?

      I stand, pace the cell, spiral through every scenario that might be waiting outside this cave. The longer I think, the faster my heart beats, the shorter the candle burns.

      Cold sweat clings to cashmere and vacuum seals it to my chest. A sweater I know I wasn’t wearing when I fell asleep.

      I try not to think about what that means, who might’ve been the one to undress me out of my night shorts and top as I slept, then had the foresight to redress me in warm clothes.

      I pause, close my eyes, tilt my head back.

      “Screw it.”

      Today my captor gets what he wants.

      I pick up the shovel and plunge it into dirt too soft for a cave—a hole dug, then filled in. Then get to work digging beneath the cell door.

      My heavy breaths ping off the walls and mingle with the scrape of metal against earth. Everything sounds so loud I’m certain I’ll hear anyone approaching. Every shift, every breath ricochets down the tunnel.

      I try the hole too soon. Twice. The first time, I throw the shovel down and cry out when my body doesn’t fit. The second, I make it halfway before a metal bar stops me cold.

      Panic sweeps my chest. I rock back and forth, my hips wedged between dirt and steel, going nowhere. After a torturous minute of pushing, my hips give, and I work my way into the cell.

      I attack the dirt with the shovel—wild, frantic—and fling clumps against the wall in sharp, ugly jerks. When a candle snuffs out in the chaos, I force myself to slow down. Each jam of the blade turns sharp, precise, punishing. As if Mother Earth put me here.

      Once I’m confident the hole is big enough for one of my brothers, I drop the shovel and cringe at my raw hands. Angry red, blistered and split.

      I wipe my hands on my sweater, drop to my back, and shimmy beneath the bars.

      This time, it works.

      I’m free.

      Gasping with equal parts exertion and relief, I thread the shovel through the bars. In one swift motion, I swing it over my shoulder and start down the cave. Blind. My shoulder bumps the wall. The shovel clanks against rock. Cold bites my toes as my foot sinks into a freezing puddle. I couldn’t see my own hand if I pressed it to my face.

      My feet go numb before the tunnel finally twists and a faint light appears. I break into a run toward the light, shovel reared, half-expecting my captor to step in front of the exit with a knife and a grin.

      I burst from the cave. Freeze. Scan for the smallest flicker of danger. Nothing. No one. Just a forest. A pair of squirls rattling a tree branch, autumn leaves floating to the ground.

      It’s a trap.

      My mind screams it, but adrenaline lights my feet on fire anyway. Precious energy squandered by impatience.

      Sedatives slow me down. I can feel the extra weight in my legs, the slight stumble of my strides. But still, years of endurance training propel me through the trees. The shovel sways over my shoulder, heavy and off-balance.

      Pain—sharp, dull, everywhere—stabs up through the bottoms of my feet and forces my focus downward. I hop over sticks and stones and roots, desperate for clean ground, and make the stupidest mistake. I don’t look up.

      A voice snaps through the trees, an angry “hey,” too close. My head whips toward the man barreling after me, dressed head-to-toe in black, closing the twenty yards between us.

      Fast. Too fast for my wobbly form.

      He’s going to catch me.

      Instinct fires before thought. I fling the shovel off my shoulder—stupid, it’s my only weapon—and my legs surge, arms pumping, form sharpening despite the drugs.

      “Help me!” I scream as I launch myself over a raised tree root.

      “She’s this way!” the man behind me shouts. The words hit my brain with a split of hope and anticipation.

      Hope, because he’s losing confidence in catching me.

      Anticipation, because it means there are more.

      “Somebody please, help me!”

      Stupid—giving them my location.

      I’ve been running aimlessly, but when a stream flashes into view ahead, I lock onto it. With enough speed, I can clear it. The man in black: probably not. He’s too big. Too bulky. He didn’t grow up with a father who demanded physical perfection.

      A second man appears in my periphery. Same black clothes, leaner fit, might be able to jump. He sprints from the right to cut me off.

      A third, this time on my left. They’re an army of shadows peeling from the trees, as if they’ve been waiting for me. Yet are still unprepared.

      One of them lets out a sharp, coded hoot. Signaling for more.

      How many are there?

      I don’t slow enough to consider the question. My head points forward and my eyes fix onto the stream. When I reach it, I leap, body launching off the small bluff. My foot skids in mud just shy of the bank and slides into the water. My knee jams hard to catch me while my palms slap lush earth. I haul myself to flat land and take off again without looking back.

      No one jumps after me. Or if they do, they land too cleanly to hear.

      Strange.

      Unease tightens my spine and slows my sprint to a run. Only my own ragged breaths follow me as I weave through the trees.

      The quiet isn't a relief. It’s wrong. Something’s off. And even as distance widens behind me, it feels like I’m running straight into a trap.

      I look over my shoulder. See nothing.

      No shadows. No calls.

      And I should know better.

      But I keep looking anyway, even as danger materializes in front of me.

      I don’t see him. I just feel a fist hook my sweater and yank me sideways behind a tree. A hand clamps over my mouth, my back held tight to a solid chest. I scream into the stranger’s palm until his warm breath brushes my ear.

      “Shhh. They’ll hear you.”

      They’ll hear you.

      They.

      I hold my breath and silence myself as leaves crunch close. I fight to twist toward the sound. The stranger steadies me as the footsteps draw near. When they’re uncomfortably close, he eases us slowly, carefully, around the tree.

      The figure passes. Hoots. Its echo bounces a beat later—another call, farther off, headed the wrong direction.

      Now isn’t the time for comfort, but I find myself sighing into the stranger’s palm. Large, warm, and strangely textured. As I shift, my lips rub a strip of raised, mottled flesh. A scar.

      The arm around my chest loosens, but his strength is still apparent, corded muscle held like a warning.

      “I’m gonna take my hand off your mouth.” The words march across my ears with the confidence of a general. “If you scream, they’ll come back. And you don’t want to know what they’ll do to you.”

      A shiver runs across my shoulder blades. My neck prickles. Each thin inhale cuts through the chilled air, the rhythm slowing with my heartbeat. I wait for his hand to move, but he stays still with me—silent, watchful, studying my reaction.

      When his palm finally lifts, I stay quiet instead of hurling the dozens of questions that flash through my mind. None of which I trust this stranger to answer. For all I know, he is the trap.

      The arm around my chest releases, and the man’s textured palm gives my shoulder a gentle nudge forward.

      He slips around into my line of sight, blocking the woods with an athletic frame several inches taller than mine.

      I should search his hands, look for a weapon, assess the danger; but the stranger’s eyes catch me by the throat, and all I can do is stare.

      The sky blue of his irises hold a gentleness that automatically strikes me as out of place, yet fits his features beautifully. The tan curve of his cheeks carries the innocence of a boy, even as his chiseled jaw holds the strength of a man. He isn’t young. The lines in his forehead make that clear. But his head of shaggy blond hair brings him so much youth, I could forget he’s lived decades longer than me.

      My arms grow rigid, and my feet root to the forest floor, even before remembering how I’m supposed to act around a potential predator. My eyes, so wide staring into his, must make me appear as silly and afraid as I feel.

      Until this moment, I never believed the freeze instinct was real.

      But for this man, my body forgets how to react.

      “Hi,” he says. Soft, welcoming, a quiet invitation to trust him.

      I don’t respond, but I feel my face flush with attraction both explosive and inappropriate.

      If he notices, he doesn’t show it. His smile only softens with compassion as he gestures behind me. “Don’t worry … they’re gone. You’re safe now.”

      Safe could not possibly be the word he means.

      But … he said they.

      He wants me to believe he isn’t one of them.

      But he’s here—in the middle of a forest—where I just ran for my life…

      As established, I don’t believe in fate.

      “My name’s Sawyer,” he says after a beat. “What’s yours?”

      I blink at him, mouth dry, throat hoarse from screaming. I expect him to offer something else. Something useful or comforting. But he just waits and lets that disarming, compassionate smile soften his face.

      “Luna,” I finally answer in a hushed voice, one pitch away from a humiliating whisper.

      Sawyer holds out his hand; lets it hover when I don’t go to take it.

      “Welcome to the Shadow Sanctum, Luna.”
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            SAWYER

          

          EIGHTEEN HOURS BEFORE…
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      Slouched over a book in the dim light of Saratoga Springs’ swankiest hotel bar, I try not to listen to the couples quarrel behind me.

      The woman’s hushed pleas reek of shame as she grovels to the bearded shark across the would-be cozy two-top. His voice? Raised. Angry. No care for privacy or for humiliating his wife of three years (I can’t help but notice details).

      I’ve never seen this couple before tonight, but I feel as though I know them intimately. The woman carries on with her pleas, begging for forgiveness after stealing a kiss with her boss at last year’s holiday party—the victim of a bad sitcom.

      You can tell by the husband’s muted anger that this isn’t their first time discussing the issue. Which means this quarrel, this degradation happening within earshot of curious strangers, is for nothing. A painful drag of the inevitable versus one final blow. It’s only a matter of time before he decides that once a cheater always a cheater. As if people are incapable of change.

      A subtle whiff of perfume announces the bartender before she speaks. Clean musk with a fading floral edge.

      “Whatcha readin’, honey?” she asks, voice almost smooth. Almost confident. Pretty.

      My eyes raise to a woman who fits the part.

      Non-prescription glasses hang low on the bridge of my nose, the plastic piece a little too wide to keep them steady—though I’ve learned that’s part of the charm. Pushing the glasses up, I lift the book to show the cover of The Talented Mr. Ripley.

      A chair scrapes at the desolate little two-top as the husband finally gets the nerve to storm from the bar. When the wife follows, I half turn with the impulse to stop her. Nearly beg her to let it go.

      He’s the type of man to interpret the book I’m holding as a cautionary tale about a man with an identity crisis. Forging new personalities, the core of who he is tangled in lies until truth fractures.

      An English professor might agree, but no one stops to ask themselves if Mr. Ripley got it right. If perhaps, the monotony of life could be cured by a little fucking flexibility.

      Embrace the chaos. Forgive; forget; have a beer.

      “Mmm and here I was pegging you as a Dickens man.”

      I tilt my head. “Are you kidding? Nicholas Nickleby rules my life.”

      “Subdue your appetites, my dears, and you've conquered human nature.” She gives me a flirtatious wink that has me smiling.

      She’s beautiful, in an unassuming way. Four-inch hair the color of apple cider lays flat on her head. Her lips stretch in a toothless grin that wants so badly to be youthful but is too sad, too tainted with a hundred tinder dates gone wrong.

      Pity. I bet she’s kind, obviously smart.

      If she’s a mother, she’s a good one, albeit lonely. Piles of gifts on Christmas morning with endearing pet names written on every package: lovebug, babybear, treasure. A hundred mouth-blown balloons on birthdays that she carefully tapes to the ceiling by strings knowing lovebug/babybear will pull them down with the irresistible urge to slap the inflatable piece of rubber. Subdue your appetites, my dears, and you've conquered human nature. As with all important things in life, this takes time.

      I glance down at the gin and tonic I shouldn’t have ordered. My time has yet to come.

      We flirt for another minute before my phone buzzes on the counter, interrupting her mid-sentence. I wait for her to finish before holding up a finger and reading the text that comes across the screen.

      Twenty minutes. Hurry.

      Someone snaps loudly at the end of the bar, sinking the lips of my new friend, Sherry. She pats the counter. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      I pick up my drink, rattle the ice, and take what I’m going to call a small sip. Then listen to the drunk slurring an order at Sherry.

      She returns to her station for the drink and gives me a can you believe this guy look that has me subtly shaking my head—men.

      When she walks him his order, I let my eyes follow, sipping more gin than tonic, the crisp liquid heaven warming the back of my throat. I should’ve ordered water.

      I drain the glass before clanking it on the counter. I tell myself I’m only drinking because I’m nervous about the meeting. But that isn’t a problem for now. That’s a problem for… I click the side button on my phone… eighteen minutes.

      Time to get to work.

      I lean over The Talented Mr. Ripley—hand to my forehead, elbow on the counter—and tilt just enough to get a good look at the guy. He’s young. All smooth skin and a blemish-free face. His brown comb-over shows no hint of gray.

      The charcoal Zegna suit jacket thrown on the stool next to him tells me he likes quality but isn’t flashy. For a kid under thirty, that means old money. My favorite kind.

      I pull out my wallet and slip two hundred dollar bills in the cover of The Talented Mr. Ripley, then abandon my glass to venture down the bar, book tucked beneath my arm. I sit two stools away from the kid and search his wrist.

      “You got the time?”

      Bloodshot eyes find me and blink, the kid’s head turning slowly, his brain running on a delay. He raises his right wrist to his face and reveals a Patek watch. Luxury but minimalist. Definitely old-money taste. It’s useless to know that he’s left-handed, but I catalogue that too out of habit. “7:44.”

      Sixteen minutes left.

      Not two minutes pass before his glass is empty, and he’s snapping his fingers once again. Though it isn’t quite as loud, his rhythm sloppy.

      A progressively irritated Sherry comes over with her arms stiff at her sides. “Another?”

      “Macallan 25, splash of water on the side,” he mutters with his gaze on a bowl of piss nuts.

      She takes his glass and goes to walk off but pauses as I stretch my hand across the bartop. “Could I get the same, sweetheart?”

      The thin layer of blush on each of Sherry’s cheeks grows, presumably at the petname, but it’s her lips I watch closely. Both corners twitch, not quite a smile but not a sneer. She doesn’t mind.

      I like that.

      “You got it,” she says to me before walking away.

      The kid takes a handful of nuts and smashes his palm to his mouth. He munches on his urine-covered dinner.

      Even I don’t eat that shit.

      My fingers play a slow tune on the bartop while my mind wanders, the pieces of his life fitting together.

      My best guess: twenty-six, fresh out of grad school, back home working for Daddy. And he hates it. So much so that every day at exactly 6:30 PM, he leaves the office, finds a bar—always different, to avoid being a regular—and drinks his way back to his undergrad years.

      He has a business degree from an Ivy League, the closest one being … Dartmouth?

      “Thanks, Sherry,” I say when she comes back with my drink.

      As I take a sip, my eyes close at the velvety richness. The kid has stellar taste.

      “You trying to get laid or something?”

      His words are so slurred, I almost feel bad for him. Almost get him a glass of water, order an Uber, give him permission to be a scuba instructor (or whatever dream Daddy won’t let him pursue).

      But if it weren’t for sad, clueless rich boys, I’d be hiding out in some shady motel selling blow to put dollar tacos in my belly.

      You could say we need each other.

      “Excuse me?” I raise a brow.

      Liquor dribbles down his chin as he slams his glass, ice rattling. He wipes it away with the back of his hand while something inside me dies. Drops of gold, discarded as pennies. “You come to a bar with glasses and a book like a fuckin’ nerd, and you’re on a first name basis with the bartender? You’re too obvious. Have some self respect.”

      His voice carries across the room like his ear drums have numbed. Drunk, stupid, easy. Every shark has noticed him by this point.

      An escort slips from a booth and heads this way, smelling blood in the water. When our eyes meet, I give her the slightest shake of my head and watch the disappointment register in the fall of her cheeks. A worthy opponent.

      She walks past, no doubt prepared to swoop in the second I’m gone.

      I turn my attention back to the kid as he’s pouring the rest of the liquor down his throat. The move reveals cufflinks with a Cornell emblem on them.

      Cornell. Not Dartmouth.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I chuckle weakly and push the book away. “I just got divorced. It’s been a while since I’ve been single.”

      “Just get Tinder.” He tries to snap at Sherry, the slip of his thumb too sloppy for sound. “Lose the glasses, and you could do a hell of a lot better than a bartender.”

      He whistles as well as he can while I finger the plastic frames of my glasses. When Sherry begrudgingly drops off my new bud’s drink, I raise my glass to toast him. “Any person, any study.”

      His nose wrinkles as he stares at me. I wonder if my image is blurry to him. He lightly clinks my glass with his.

      “You went to Cornell?”

      I knock back the scotch, savoring the oak flavor I wish I had the time to appreciate.

      I wipe my lips and squint at him like I didn’t just recite his alma mater’s motto as a toast. “You too?”

      “Just graduated with my MBA.” His face brightens with interest that turns the oak on my tongue bitter. I’ve never understood the camaraderie that comes so easily to these Ivy League kids. I was a nerdy asshole a moment ago, but because we went to the same school a decade apart, we’re gonna be friends. I went to Cambridge, but if I saw Oliver Cromwell, I wouldn’t assume we were blood brothers.

      “Ah, MBA. Fancy.”

      He shrugs modestly. Like I pried that information out of him.

      “I’ve got a step brother who finished undergrad a couple years ago. I’ll have to ask if he knows you. What’s your name?”

      “Duncan Thomas,” he says, so cocky he doesn’t even question why I didn’t just give him my brother’s name. Because he’s the Duncan Thomas. Son of Mr. Thomas, God of X,Y, or Z.

      “His name’s Brady Johnson. His degree is something boring, though. Like…” I pretend to think. What would Duncan’s father find most appropriate? “Finance or economics or something like that.”

      The kid reddens. His eyes dart to the bowl of nuts.

      Right on the money.

      He shrugs. “Yeah, I don’t know him.”

      I hum an unspoken too bad and wait. Count to ten—slow, controlled, patient.

      “So what’s your degree in?” he asks. My lips twitch with a subtle smile.

      Thumbing the underside of my chin, I sweep my tongue over my bottom lip. “It’s kind of stupid actually, but… Astrobiology and Exoplanetary Studies.”

      “Wow.” He raises his brows in mock amazement. “You really took our school’s motto to heart.”

      I laugh, thumb slipping from my chin so I can splay my hand. “Yeah, well, I wasn’t born rich, so I had to be interesting.”

      He snorts and picks up the drink Sherry sets in front of him. Before she can leave, I slide a credit card her way and hope she doesn’t ask for an ID.

      “Could you close my tab, please?”

      She swipes up the card. “Of course.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      Her smile flickers. If I didn’t have other plans, I’d ask for her number.

      “Sometimes interesting can pay off,” I tell the kid. “Have you heard of StellarVista Innovations?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope.”

      “I’m the founder.”

      I lift his jacket off the stool between us and hold it out to him as I move over. He glares but takes it and dumps it on the counter. Negligent, gross, rude.

      I slide my drink and book in front of me to make it clear I’m here to stay, then pull up a bogus website that has my photo on the homescreen. Mostly me. My hair—combed back—my smile, green contacts, plastic-rimmed glasses, and a plaid shirt tucked inside slacks. I could beat my own ass.

      “Check this out…” I tilt my screen toward him.

      He raises his drink, lips pinched in a whoopty-fucking-do kind of way. “Impressive.”

      “I’m so sorry, sir…”

      I turn to Sherry, who has my card stuck out toward me. Her lips are pouted like she’s genuinely regretful. “Your card was declined.”

      My mouth opens, but for a moment, I stay quiet. I let out a nervous laugh and toss the kid an embarrassed glance. “Could you run it again, please?”

      She leans in close and lowers her voice. “I’m so sorry. I actually ran it four times.”

      I blink as she pulls back, like I’m doing the math. Like I didn’t max out Richard Arnold’s credit card on booze and strippers last night.

      I exhale sharply. “That’s not possible.”

      “It’s probably just the card. Sometimes our reader doesn’t like American Express.” She shrugs and tries to smile. Poor girl. “Do you have another you’d like to try?”

      “Yeah… Yes, of course.” I nod way too many times while pulling my wallet out. I let my thumb slip before I retrieve another maxed out card and hand it over. “This one should work.”

      She slowly takes it and walks away, tense with vicarious embarrassment.

      “Guess business isn’t going so good after all, huh?” the kid asks. I glance over to see him smirk before popping a piece of ice into his mouth. He chews with his mouth closed, not all etiquette being lost on him.

      His life is so crystal clear in my mind that I have to suppress a frown. He’s too young to hate for the crime of being white, rich, and straight, but he’s old enough for the world to root for punishment. And it would be so easy. Buttons big as stepping stones I could hop across, make him feel small, stuck. Question every aspect of his life, his worth.

      But unlike much of the rest of the world, I believe in second chances. Duncan Thomas is desperate for one. He reeks of regret and forgotten dreams. He needs help. He needs guidance.

      He’s lucky I’m here.

      “Are you kidding me, man?” I huff.

      Perfect timing, Sherry comes back with the second failed card. I rake my hand through my hair, fucking up the dorky combover, while Miserable Mike snickers.

      My hand trembling (not an easy thing to fake), I pull out a third card and slap it on the bar. Sherry says nothing as she takes it and scurries away. I’m visibly agitated now, my neck cracking, my fingers drumming the tabletop.

      When Kid laughs into his arm, I spin toward him, my eyes wide with a challenge I know he’ll accept. Because I’m the nerdy guy making a fool out of himself, and he’s the guy who will never fill his father’s shoes.

      People like him will always need people like me (or at least like my character) to ease the strain in their neck from always looking up. It’s nice to look down every once in a while.

      “Do you have something you’d like to say?”

      He holds up his hands and doesn’t bother to hide his smirk.

      “You think I’m broke?”

      “I think your three declined cards think you’re broke.” He points at Sherry who hovers a few feet away, the rejected plastic clutched in her hands. Her face looks permanently twisted in remorse.

      “Fuck you, asshole.” I yank my phone off the table and pull up my last screenshot. It’s a photo of an account with a hundred grand in it. “Here, look.” I jab the phone in his face. He blinks to focus his blurry vision on the photo.

      “I could buy you,” I sneer.

      He cackles as he shoves my phone away. “Is this a joke?”

      “Do I look like I’m joking? I told you. I’m the owner of fucking StellarVista. If you can find one asshole in here with more money in their bank account, I’ll buy everyone’s drinks.”

      “Oh really?” His brows shoot up. It’s too easy.

      I check the time on my phone. Three minutes.

      He shrugs, a big shit-eating grin stretching his lips. “Okay then.” He pulls out his phone to bring up his bank information. I wonder if he’d do this sober.

      “Here.” Drunk thumbs jab at the screen before he shoves the phone in my face. He looks at an older couple—happily married for seventeen years, I like to imagine—sitting at a table a few feet away. “I wouldn’t get too excited,” the kid tells them. “The dude can’t even pay his own tab, let alone yours.”

      I snatch his phone while he’s busy gloating and hunch over while gluing my narrowed eyes to the screen. “What the fuck?”

      I shake my head while clicking to find his account number. Thirteen digits. It’ll only take twenty seconds to memorize them.

      “You spoiled little shit,” I mutter. “What are you, twelve? How did you get half a mill?”

      He tries to take the phone, but I simply twist away. “You don’t need to announce it to the room,” he grinds. Finally, his brain twitches to life.

      Once the numbers are firmly in my mind, I click back to the account balance. I slide from the stool and toss him his cell. “I stand corrected.”

      Turning to Sherry, I push the book across the bar to her and frown. “I’m gonna run out to my car real quick. Will you watch this for me?”

      Her glossy lips part, then freeze. She lifts her shoulders almost imperceptively and flips her hands in a noncommittal, shrug-like gesture. She’d have to be out of her mind to believe I’m coming back—and as we’ve already established, she’s smart.

      I snatch the rejected, stolen credit cards off the table and leave.

      On my way out, I lower my head in mock embarrassment. Toss my hand in a little wave. “Sorry about the language.”

      Outside, I dump the credit cards in a bin, along with the glasses. Yanking my shirt from my pants, I lock eyes with a mom carrying a screeching toddler from the hotel. She dips her head immediately, her face bright red. She’s so worked up, she doesn’t notice when the little guy snatches sunglasses from her open purse and chucks them to the ground. Her wallet is next, flopping onto the pavement as she hurries away.

      I jog to the wallet and pick it up, but the woman is already at her car. Which is just as well because we’re cutting it close. I check the time just as Wilcox, my ‘business’ partner for the last year, pulls up to the curb. If I’d taken one more minute, we’d be late.

      After climbing into his black Impala, I open up the wallet.

      Iris Parkins. My eyes scan the address while Wilcox pulls away.

      “What the fuck, Sawyer?” he growls. “We could’ve been late.”

      “Could’ve been.”

      “Do you have any idea how important this is?” he asks, so worked up you’d think his life was at risk instead of his wallet’s waistline. “The Shadow Sanctum isn’t your dentist. They don’t reschedule appointments.”

      He fidgets beside me, his body leaned toward the wheel as he eagerly winds out of the parking lot onto the road that’ll lead us to the compound of the richest cult in North America. Maybe even the world.

      Their compound sits on a rhodium mine—the world's most precious metal—and Wilcox’s cousin who works at the town’s bank claims they take nothing but cash. Which checks out considering they’re a cult. They’re not known to believe in banks. Or taxes.

      They’ve got piles of cash so high, the biggest concern is figuring out how to get it all out on one trip. It’s a big job. Huge.

      And he’s right. I know he’s right, and I do care. I’ve only known him for six months, and I’m not interested enough to pry, but I can guess I need this money more than he does.

      Right now, though, I have shit to get out of my brain.

      I bring up my notes app to type in Duncan Thomas’s account number.

      “What were you doing in there anyway?” Wilcox throws me an annoyed scowl.

      “I need you to get an account number to Vera.”

      Vera is his… girlfriend. Sort of.

      “What?” He slams the center console shut when I open it to look for a pen. “We’re about to pull off the heist of the century, and you’re still snatching pocket change?”

      I move the wallet to the cup holder and pat it. “When she’s done with the account number, have Vera mail this to the address on the license.”

      “Sawyer.”

      “Relax. I’m just warming up.”

      “Warming up…” His grip on the wheel pales as he stops at a light. A minute passes before I realize he isn’t going to say anything else. It isn’t difficult for me to figure people out, but I still haven’t decided if Wilcox is a delusional coward or if he’s smart. Delusional because he thinks he’s the one person in the world I haven’t deemed a mark or smart because he knows he needs me to get what he really wants. Which is rich.

      Either way, he bites his tongue. I don’t know what I would say if he didn’t. The truth is, I have a compulsion. I can’t stop.

      The other truth is, I need him too… For now. He’s my ticket inside The Shadow Sanctum. The contact inside is his, the meeting was set up by him.

      But honestly, our partnership expires as soon as I’m a member.
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      The trek to the Shadow Sanctum isn’t without design.

      Blindfolded, filthy, and off-balance, Wilcox and I walk two miles through a forest—our escorts more shovers than guides, letting us trip over every fallen branch, hole, and rock—before my shoe finally scrapes smooth concrete.

      A woman’s distant giggle turns my head. Even far away, I know it’s directed at Wilcox and me. Charred pine cuts through the cold, and I picture the woman in a white robe, smoke swirling from the burning stick in her hand. About to chant whatever brand of nonsense this cult sells.

      I’ve spent the last hour tracking every shift in direction, counting every step, and listening for how many pairs of feet crunch through leaves. I’m confident there are seven, including mine.

      We were told to park by an old abandoned barn—leaving the car for Vera to pick up—and blindfold ourselves. Five men arrived and threw us in the back of an SUV where they then drove for twenty-seven minutes, taking three turns and one veer before parking and marching us into the woods.

      “Walk,” a man with a deep voice commands, shoving me forward.

      My shoe connects with raised concrete—a step I stumble on before catching myself. I climb four more and reach a small porch, where a cat lets out a string of loud, pained meows.

      “Get it out of here,” someone sneers. The cat’s pitch rises abruptly (someone must be carrying it off).

      Left turn, right turn, right veer, left turn. Four thousand nine hundred thirty-five steps through a forest.

      The route sears into my memory as a door creaks open. When I’m shoved forward, I trip blindly into a cold, drafty building. One that makes me wonder if the cult trusts electric companies as little as they do banks.

      Another flight of stairs. This time fifteen steps. Left down a hallway on creaky, warped floorboards, through a doorway my shoulder bumps, then finally…

      “Welcome, gentleman.”

      A guy behind me rips the blindfold over my head to reveal a dark, candlelit room. Three people stand side by side in front of me—an older man and two young women flanking him. Surprisingly, no one’s wearing a robe.

      I sweep my eyes over the sparse room: no furniture, nothing on the cracked, dusty walls. A board is nailed over the window, so the only light comes from the circle of candles surrounding us, wax cooling into hardened puddles on the floor.

      Shadows sway along the walls, and I follow them until I catch the outline of a motionless woman in the corner, her back turned, limbs sprawled. Either dead or unconscious.

      “You must be Chief Elder,” Wilcox says. His throat clears as he sticks out his hand.

      Aurelius—the cult’s leader they call the Chief Elder—glances at one of the women at his side. She’s the prettier of the two, delicate hips hugged by a yellow
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