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      People always underestimated Heidi, and she liked it that way. Playing the meek, naïve, foolish girl in the public eye suited her just fine. It meant she could walk around her family's residence without raising suspicion, which often paid off in spades. Today was no exception as she eavesdropped on two maids talking about her in hushed tones in an area they thought was private.

      "What about the young miss?" Ada, the younger of the two, said in a mousy voice.

      "It's like I said. She's a sweet girl, but shame on their father for making her brothers pay the price for her to live," an older woman named Greta responded.

      A pregnant pause fell between them as they worked.

      "I don't understand what you're talking about. The young miss has no siblings."

      "Don't you?"

      There must've been some sort of unspoken or hushed conversation on the other side of the door. Heidi imagined hand gestures shared between the two women. Perhaps, Greta drew her thumb across her neck to inform Ada of someone's untimely demise. She'd never know.

      "You must think I'm a fool, Greta," Ada said in hushed tones. "The master wouldn't hurt a fly."

      "He can, and he did. You aren't old enough to remember. I was there. I saw it. Her brothers left; he cursed them, and they never returned. Be careful, my dear. Please? For me?"

      Ada scoffed.

      The pair must've exchanged another unspoken conversation. Heidi could only make guesses about the interaction, but moments later, a sense overtook her; one of those feelings that came with no perceptible input. She didn't know where the urge came from, but she followed her instincts. They never steered her wrong before. Every time she ignored her intuition, she regretted it. Even though she wanted to hear the rest of the conversation, she pulled away from her hiding place.

      With silent steps, she strode away, her mind reeling.

      Was there truth to what she overheard? All her life, she thought she was an only child, but Greta said otherwise. She knew the woman liked to exaggerate, but how much of the tale got blown out of proportions? Furthermore, how much could she take at face value?

      A sigh escaped her. She wrung her hands.

      Sometimes, she hated spying on people. Now, she had a mystery to solve without so much as a lead to send her towards the next clue. Where should she look for more information about her supposed brothers without arousing the suspicions of either her parents or their staff?

      Pretending to be an airheaded nitwit to the average onlooker took more work than she cared to admit.

      As she passed the sitting room, an idea struck her. Seeing the books lining the walls gave her a brilliant idea. She would research her family history and lineage. If they asked, she'd tell her parents she took an interest in the past since her choices shaped their family's future. Isn't that what they said about history repeating itself?

      One side of her lips curled upward.

      It was so easy to read people and lead them to believe whatever she wanted. After she armed herself with more information, she'd confront her parents and find out the truth. For now, she'd lie in wait while conducting research. Yes, she needed more information before doing anything too rash.
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      After researching the precious little information she could find regarding her so-called brothers, Heidi felt less than prepared for a conversation about them. Somebody went to great effort redacting them from any documents she could get her hands on at home, but they couldn't destroy publicly available information from the internet.

      Part of her wanted to drop the subject and move on with her life. Curiosity got the better of her, though. She couldn't pretend they didn't exist any longer. Her thirst for knowledge was insatiable. She needed to know what happened to them, to understand why they disappeared.

      Her mind wouldn't let her rest until she knew.

      With shoulders squared and head held high, she walked into the dining room and took her seat. She sat across from her mother while her father took the head of the table. Despite her growing impatience to start the conversation she desired, she remembered her manners. Barely. A butler placed their meals at the table, and they began their evening ritual.

      Her father talked about business and asked her mother about the goings on at the residence. Only then did he even deign to look at his only daughter. After finding out about her long-lost siblings, Heidi wondered if he treated them the same, or if their absence created this loving yet distant version of their father. She wondered whether she got the better or worst side of the bargain. If her parents had children before her, did they coddle and dote
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