
    
      My husband's brother owns my secret

      A Secret Affair Romance

      by Alister McKenzie

    

  Copyright
ISBN: 978-1-997347-23-1

Copyright © 2026 by Alister McKenzie

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

Published by Alister McKenzie

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Prologue
The right hand started to move. A small, rhythmic twitching of the index finger against the crystal of my wine glass. I pulled my hand back. I rested it against the silk of my dress. The fabric was silver. It hid the movement better than the black lace I wore yesterday.

Julian noticed. He always noticed. He reached out and placed his hand over mine. His skin was warm. His grip was firm. He did not look at me. He kept his eyes on the CEO of the harbor authority. We were standing in the center of the atrium at Vane Maritime. The glass ceiling was high. Rain hit the panels above us. The sound was constant.

"My wife has a nervous habit," Julian said. His voice was steady. "She works too hard on her charity boards."

The CEO nodded. He did not care about my hands. He cared about the shipping contracts Julian controlled. I forced my facial muscles to stay still. I had practiced this expression in the mirror for three years. It was the face of a woman who was safe. It was the face of a woman who had no reason to run.

Five years ago, I was a forensic analyst. I sat in a small office with three computer monitors. I watched lines of code until my vision blurred. Now, I stood in silk. I drank wine that cost four hundred dollars a bottle. The transition was not an accident. It was a calculated series of actions designed to hide a crime.

Sarah stood by the buffet. She wore a green dress. She was talking to a young man. She looked healthy. Her skin had a natural color. The paleness from five years ago was gone. The surgery worked. The doctors saved her. I paid for it with money that did not belong to me. That was the only fact that mattered. Even if it meant living in this house. Even if it meant the silence of my marriage.

I shifted my weight. The heels of my shoes were four inches high. They made my feet ache. I did not move. Julian liked me to stand still. He liked his assets to stay in place. He wore a custom watch on his left wrist. It belonged to his father. He wore it like a trophy. It was a reminder that he was the head of the family now.

The front doors opened. A cold draft moved through the atrium. The guests at the entrance stepped aside. A man walked in. He did not have an invitation. He did not have a tuxedo. He wore a dark jacket. His hair was long. It brushed against the collar of his coat. The room went quiet. The sound of the rain became the only noise in the building.

Julian’s hand tightened on my arm. His fingernails pressed into my skin through the silk. I did not flinch. I watched the man walk toward us. He did not look at the marble floors. He did not look at the art on the walls. He looked at Julian. Then he looked at me.

I stopped breathing. My hand stopped shaking. It was Caspian Vane. He was thinner than he was in the old corporate photographs. His face had new lines around the eyes. There was a scar on his right knuckle. It was jagged and white. He stopped three feet away from us. He smelled of tobacco and the air from outside.

"Caspian," Julian said. The name was a statement. It was not a greeting. Julian did not move to shake his brother’s hand. He stood straight. He looked down at him.

Caspian Vane looked at Julian. "I heard the old man died," Caspian said. His voice was rough. "I came to see the funeral."

"The funeral was two weeks ago," Julian said. "You were in Macau."

"I was busy," Caspian said. He turned his attention to me. His eyes were grey. They were the color of the concrete in the parking garage where I first met Julian. He looked at the diamond on my finger. He looked at my right hand. He knew. He did not have to say it. The way he tilted his head told me everything. He had spent five years in a prison cell because of the code I stole. He had lost his career. He had lost his name.

"Who is this, Julian?" Caspian asked. He knew my name. He knew my history.

"This is Elena," Julian said. "My wife."

Caspian smiled. It was a slow movement of his lips. It did not reach his eyes. "Your wife," Caspian repeated. "She has good taste in jewelry. It is very expensive."

I felt the blood leave my face. My skin felt cold. I wanted to walk away. I wanted to run to the elevators and go to the roof. I stayed still. I was an asset. I was a performance.

"We should talk in private," Julian said. He let go of my arm. "Elena, go find Sarah. Ensure she does not drink too much wine."

It was an order. I nodded. I turned to walk away. I did not look back.

"Elena," Caspian said. I stopped. I did not turn around. "We have a lot to catch up on," he said.

I walked toward the buffet. My legs felt heavy. I saw Sarah. She waved at me. I tried to wave back. My right hand was shaking again. The tremor was worse than before. I went to the bathroom. I locked the door. I stood over the sink. I turned on the cold water. I splashed my face. I looked in the mirror. My makeup was perfect. My hair was in a sharp bob. I looked like a woman who belonged to a billionaire. I looked like a woman who had never seen a terminal screen.

I checked the small clutch bag I carried. Inside was my phone. There was a message from an unknown number. I clicked the link. It was an image of a file. It was a screenshot of the encryption key I used five years ago. It was the digital signature I thought I had erased from the server. Under the image was a single line of text.

I found the ghost, Elena. She is living in my brother's house.

I leaned against the marble counter. The room was silent. The secret I had buried was sitting in my hand. Caspian Vane did not come back for his inheritance. He did not come back to mourn his father. He came back for me. He knew what I did. He knew how I paid for my life. The security of my marriage was gone. The glass ceiling above us felt like it was going to break.

1. The Prodigal’s Shadow
Julian tightened his grip on my waist. His thumb pressed into the silk of my dress. He didn't look at me while he spoke to the Director of the Port Authority. He looked at the man’s tie. Julian liked to find the one flaw in a person’s appearance and focus on it until they became uncomfortable.

I kept my right hand behind my back. The tremor started at the base of my thumb and moved up toward my wrist. I felt the weight of the platinum bracelet I wore to mask the movement. It was heavy enough to keep my arm pinned to my side if I concentrated.

"The expansion of the North Terminal is a priority for the family," Julian said. His voice was steady. He didn't use inflections. "My father viewed the docks as the spine of the operation. I intend to keep that spine straight."

The Director nodded. He took a sip of champagne. I watched the way his throat moved. I saw the sweat on his forehead. This room was filled with men who were afraid of Julian, and Julian enjoyed the heat their fear generated.

I shifted my feet. The heels I wore were four inches high. They made my calves ache. I wanted to sit down, but Julian didn't allow sitting during the first hour of a Vane gala. He believed standing showed dominance and readiness. We were at the Vane Estate in Greenwich, a house built of stone and glass that felt more like a museum than a home.

"Elena, you are quiet tonight," Julian said. He turned his head to look at me. His eyes were the color of stagnant water. He reached out with his free hand and adjusted the collar of my white silk blouse. "Is the tremor bothering you?"

I felt the muscles in my jaw tighten. I didn't let my expression change. Julian was the only person who knew about the nerve damage. He had seen it for the first time on our wedding night when I tried to hold a glass of water. He had laughed and told me it made me look fragile. He liked fragile things because they were easy to break.

"I am fine," I said. I pulled my hand from behind my back and rested it on his forearm. I used the strength of my left hand to stabilize the right. "The room is just crowded."

"It is about to get more crowded," Julian said.

He looked toward the main entrance of the ballroom. The double doors opened. The security guards stepped aside. A man walked into the light of the chandeliers.

He wasn't wearing a tuxedo. He wore a black suit that looked like it had been bought off a rack and altered in a hurry. His hair was long enough to touch his collar. He had a scar across his left knuckle that caught the light as he moved his hand to adjust his jacket.

It was Caspian Vane.

I hadn't seen him in five years. The last time I saw him, he was being escorted out of a courtroom by two federal marshals. I was the one who had provided the forensic data that put him there. I was the one who had edited the logs to make it look like he had redirected the funds to an offshore account in the Caymans.

My sister Sarah’s surgery had cost four hundred thousand dollars. The encryption key I stole was worth ten million. Caspian had been the casualty of that math.

Caspian didn't look at the guests. He didn't look at the waiters. He walked straight toward Julian and me. The crowd parted. People whispered. They knew him as the brother who had been cast out. They knew him as the failure.

Caspian stopped three feet away from us. He smelled of rain and tobacco. He didn't smile. His eyes were gray. They stayed fixed on mine for three seconds before he looked at Julian.

"The locks have been changed at the office, Julian," Caspian said. His voice was deeper than I remembered. It had a rough edge to it. "I had to wait ten minutes at the gate."

Julian didn't let go of my waist. He pulled me an inch closer. "The locks were changed for security reasons. You don't have a security clearance here anymore, Caspian. You haven't had one since the conviction."

"The conviction was overturned last month," Caspian said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small silver object. He tossed it into the air and caught it. It was a thumb drive. "New evidence came to light. It seems the data analyst who worked on the case was very creative with her timestamps."

My heart hit the wall of my chest. I looked at the drive. I knew exactly what was on it. I knew the specific lines of code that I had altered. I had deleted the originals. I had wiped the servers twice.

"I don't care about your legal status," Julian said. "This is a memorial for our father. You are not welcome in this house."

Caspian stepped closer. He was taller than Julian. He leaned in until they were inches apart. "I'm not here for the house. I'm here for my share of the company. And I’m here to talk to your wife about her hobbies."

Julian’s hand moved from my waist to my shoulder. His fingers dug into my skin. "Elena has nothing to say to you."

Caspian looked at me again. He didn't look at my face. He looked at my right hand. I was shaking. The bracelet was clinking against my skin. I couldn't stop it. The tremor had moved from a spasm to a violent vibration.

"You should take her to the library, Julian," Caspian said. "She looks like she’s about to break. I’ll wait for her there. We have a lot of numbers to discuss."

Caspian turned and walked away. He didn't wait for an answer. He walked toward the back of the house, toward the private wing where Julian kept his files.

Julian looked down at me. His face was pale. "What did he mean by that, Elena?"

"He’s trying to provoke you," I said. My voice was thin. I had to force the words out. "He’s angry because you have everything he lost."

"Go to the library," Julian said. He let go of my shoulder. "Find out what he has. If it’s the original logs, I need to know before he goes to the board."

"Julian, I—"

"Go," Julian said. He turned back to the Director of the Port Authority. He didn't look at me again.

I walked away from the ballroom. My feet felt heavy. I moved through the hallway, passing the portraits of Vane ancestors. They all had the same cold eyes. They all looked like they were keeping secrets.

I reached the library. The doors were heavy oak. I pushed them open and stepped inside. The room was dark except for a single lamp on the desk.

Caspian was sitting in Julian’s chair. He had his boots on the mahogany desk. He was holding the silver thumb drive between his index and middle fingers.

"Close the door, Elena," he said.

I closed the door. I didn't move toward the desk. I stayed by the exit.

"How did you find them?" I asked. "I destroyed the backups."

Caspian stood up. He walked around the desk. He didn't move like Julian. Julian moved with a calculated stiffness. Caspian moved with a physical confidence that took up the entire room. He stopped in front of me.

"You destroyed the backups at the firm," Caspian said. "But you didn't destroy the cache on the server at the hospital where your sister had her surgery. You used the same encryption key to bypass their billing system so you could hide the source of the funds."

He held the drive up to my face.

"I spent five years in a cell in Macau for a crime you committed," he said. "I watched the walls for eighteen hundred days. I thought about you every one of those days."

He reached out and took my right hand. He didn't grab it. He held it firmly. He forced my hand open. The tremor was so strong that my fingers were a blur.

"You’re still a liar," he said. "But your body can't keep the secret anymore."

"What do you want?" I whispered.

"I want Julian gone," Caspian said. "He killed our father. He poisoned him in Macau to take the company before the board could vote on the restructuring. I have the medical reports, but I don't have the financial trail. Julian buried it in the offshore accounts you manage."

He leaned down until his breath was on my ear.

"You’re going to give me the access codes, Elena. You’re going to help me dismantle my brother’s life, piece by piece. And if you don't, I’m going to send this drive to the federal prosecutor tonight."

I looked at him. His eyes weren't angry. They were cold. They were the eyes of a man who had already lost everything and had nothing left to fear.

"Julian will kill me if I help you," I said.

"Then you better make sure he doesn't find out," Caspian said. He let go of my hand. He pressed the thumb drive into my palm and closed my fingers over it. "I’ll be at the hotel on the pier at midnight. Don't be late."

He walked past me and opened the library door. He didn't look back.

I stood in the dark, my hand wrapped around the cold metal of the drive. The tremor stopped. For the first time in five years, my hand was perfectly still.
2. A Ghost in the Ballroom
The library door clicked shut behind Caspian. I stood in the silence he left behind. The silver drive felt heavy in my hand. It was cold. I looked down at my fingers. They were still. The right hand, the one that had betrayed me every day for five years, was steady. I closed my fist tight. I could feel the edges of the metal digging into my palm.

I needed to hide it. My evening gown did not have pockets. I reached behind me and slid the drive into the waistband of my silk slip, pressing it against the small of my back. The cold metal against my skin made me flinch. I smoothed the fabric of my dress. I checked my reflection in the dark glass of the bookshelf. My hair was in a tight bun. My makeup was perfect. I looked like the wife of Julian Vane.

I walked out of the library. The hallway was long and lined with portraits of Vane ancestors. Their painted eyes followed me toward the ballroom. The sound of the orchestra grew louder. It was a string quartet playing something fast and technical. I stepped into the light of the ballroom.

Three hundred guests filled the space. They wore silk and wool. They drank champagne from crystal flutes. I scanned the crowd for Julian. I found him near the center of the room, standing with two members of the Vane Maritime board. He was taller than them. He held his glass with his left hand. On his right wrist, the Patek Philippe flashed under the chandeliers. It was our father’s watch. Julian wore it like a rank.

I walked toward him. My heels made a rhythmic sound on the marble floor. Julian turned his head as I approached. His face was a mask of professional boredom. He reached out and placed a hand on my waist. His grip was firm. He pulled me closer to his side.

"There you are, Elena," Julian said. His voice was low. "Mr. Sterling was just asking about the forensic audit on the Singapore accounts."

Mr. Sterling, a man in his late sixties with thin hair, smiled at me. "I heard you found a discrepancy in the logistics billing last month, Elena. Julian says you have a talent for spotting ghosts in the data."

"It was a simple entry error," I said. I kept my right hand at my side. I didn't want him to see it. I didn't want him to see the lack of movement. Julian knew my tremor better than anyone. He used it to gauge my stress.

Julian’s hand moved from my waist to my wrist. He lifted my right hand. He did it slowly, as if he were checking a piece of jewelry. He looked at my fingers. They did not shake. He looked at me. His blue eyes narrowed. He didn't say anything to the board members, but I felt his fingers tighten around my arm.

"You look refreshed," Julian said. "The library must have been very quiet."

"It was," I said.

"Did you find what you were looking for?" he asked.

"I just needed a moment away from the noise," I replied.

Before he could push further, the music stopped. The sudden silence was sharp. At the top of the grand staircase, a man appeared.

Caspian didn't wait for an introduction. He walked down the stairs. He wasn't wearing a tuxedo. He wore a black suit with a black shirt, no tie. His hair was longer than it had been five years ago. He looked rugged in a way that made the other men in the room look fragile.

Conversations died. People turned. The scandal of Caspian Vane was a well-known story in Greenwich. The brother who stole from the family. The brother who went to prison in Macau. The brother who was dead to the Vane name.

Julian stood still. I felt the heat coming off his body. His hand dropped from my wrist. He stepped forward, leaving me behind.

Caspian reached the bottom of the stairs. He stopped three feet from Julian. He looked at his brother. Then his eyes shifted to me. They stayed on me for two seconds before moving back to Julian.

"Caspian," Julian said. He didn't raise his voice. "You weren't on the guest list."

"It’s my father’s memorial, Julian," Caspian said. "I didn't think I needed an invitation to my own home."

"This stopped being your home five years ago," Julian said. "The board saw to that. The judge saw to that."

Caspian smiled. It wasn't a friendly expression. "The judge in Macau had his ruling vacated last week. The evidence was found to be compromised. I thought you would have seen the legal alert. You’re usually so thorough with the company’s legal filings."

I looked at Julian’s profile. A muscle in his jaw jumped. This was news to him. Caspian had timed his return to maximize the shock.

"Vacated or not, you are a guest here," Julian said. "And you are not welcome. We are in the middle of a gala. Leave."

Caspian looked around the room. He took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray. He took a sip and looked at the board members. "Mr. Sterling. Mr. Hayes. I see you’re still taking orders from the eldest son. Even after the hit the stock took when the Macau terminal project failed."

Mr. Sterling cleared his throat. "Caspian, this isn't the time or the place."

"I think it’s the perfect place," Caspian said. He turned his gaze to me again. "Don't you agree, Elena?"

I felt Julian’s eyes on me. I felt the weight of the drive against my spine. "I think Julian is right. This is a private event for the family and the partners."

Caspian laughed. It was a short, dry sound. "The family. That’s a very flexible word in this house."

He stepped closer to Julian. They were the same height, but Caspian had a physical presence that Julian lacked. Julian was a man of desks and offices. Caspian was a man who looked like he had survived a fight.

"I’m staying in the East Wing, Julian," Caspian said. "Our father’s old suite. I checked in an hour ago. The staff was very helpful."

"I’ll have your things thrown into the driveway," Julian said.

"You could try," Caspian said. "But then I would have to talk to the press about the restructuring of the offshore accounts. The ones you moved right after the funeral. I’m sure the SEC would love to hear about the Vane Maritime internal ledger."

Julian went very still. He didn't look at the board members. He didn't look at the guests who were whispering behind their hands. He looked only at Caspian.

"We will discuss this in the morning," Julian said.

"Midnight is better for me," Caspian said. He looked at his watch. "I have an appointment at the pier. Business that can't wait."

He turned away from Julian. He walked toward the bar. The crowd parted for him. Julian didn't follow him. He turned to me instead. He grabbed my upper arm. His fingers dug into the muscle.

"Go upstairs," Julian whispered.

"Julian, people are watching," I said.

"I don't care," he said. His voice was a hiss. "Go to our room. Wait for me there. I have to deal with the board. If I see you near him tonight, I will make sure your sister’s clinic loses its funding by sunrise. Do you understand me?"

I looked at him. I saw the rage in his eyes. He wasn't just angry at Caspian. He was scared. Julian was never scared.

"I understand," I said.

He let go of my arm. He turned back to Mr. Sterling with a fake smile, beginning a round of damage control.

I didn't go upstairs. I walked toward the cloakroom. I took my wrap from the attendant. I walked out the side entrance of the estate, away from the valet and the lights.

I walked down the long driveway. The air was cool, but I didn't feel it. I reached the gate and kept walking. The pier was a mile away. I looked at my phone. It was eleven-thirty.

I had thirty minutes to decide if I was going to destroy my life or let Caspian do it for me. I felt the thumb drive shifting against my skin. I reached back and touched it. My hand was still shaking now. The stillness had been a temporary gift. Now, the tremor was back, more violent than before.

I reached the end of the estate road. The lights of the hotel on the pier were visible in the distance. They were yellow and reflected on the dark water of the harbor.

I started to run.
3. The Encryption of Sin
My lungs burned. Every step on the asphalt sent a jar through my spine, but I didn't slow down. The driveway of the Vane estate gave way to the public road. I stayed in the grass, away from the streetlights. If Julian sent a car to find me, I didn't want to be visible.

I reached the perimeter of the pier at eleven-forty-five. The North Terminal was a graveyard of shipping containers and rusted cranes. This wasn't the polished side of the family business. It was the industrial gut of it. The air held a thick scent of diesel and salt. I stopped at the chain-link fence to catch my breath.

My right hand was shaking so hard the platinum bracelet clattered against my wrist bone. I gripped the fence with both hands until the metal wire bit into my palms. I forced myself to count to ten. One. Two. Three.

Julian would be finished with the board members soon. He would go to our room and find it empty. He would call the clinic. He would tell them to stop the medication for Sarah. I knew how he operated. He didn't scream. He just cut off the oxygen until you stopped struggling.

I pushed off the fence and walked toward Pier 19. The shadow of a crane stretched across the concrete. I saw a figure leaning against a stack of wooden pallets near the water's edge. He wasn't wearing his suit jacket anymore. He had his sleeves rolled up. Even from fifty feet away, I recognized the way Caspian stood. He didn't move as I approached.

I stopped ten feet from him. The water hit the pilings below us with a heavy, rhythmic sound. Caspian looked at me. His face was partially obscured by the darkness, but I saw the glint of his eyes when he turned his head.

"You came," Caspian said. His voice was louder than the tide.

"I don't have much time," I said. "Julian told me to go upstairs. If he finds out I'm here, he'll hurt Sarah."

Caspian pushed himself off the pallets. He walked toward me. He didn't stop until he was in my personal space. I smelled the smoke on his clothes and the soap he used. He looked down at my right hand. The bracelet was still making noise.

"You're still doing that," he said. He reached out. For a second, I thought he was going to touch me, but he stopped his hand inches from mine. "The tremor. It started the day I was arrested. I remember watching you in the courtroom. You held your pen with both hands."

"What do you want, Caspian?" I asked. My voice was thin. "You have the drive. You have the evidence. If you want to go to the police, do it. Stop playing these games."

He laughed. It was a short, dry sound. "The police? I spent five years in a Macau prison because of you, Elena. I'm not going back to the police. They're just another set of rules Julian knows how to buy."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, silver object. It was the thumb drive. He held it between his thumb and forefinger. He didn't look at it; he kept his eyes on me.

"I spent three years tracking the digital signature of the theft," Caspian said. "You were good. You used a rotating proxy and a decrypted key that shouldn't have existed. But you made one mistake. You used the server at the forensic lab on a Sunday night at 2:00 AM. There was a power surge in the building. The backup logs recorded the MAC address of your terminal."

I felt the blood leave my face. I had checked the logs. I had deleted the entries. I had been so sure.

"I didn't find that until last year," he continued. "By then, Julian had already taken everything. My inheritance, my reputation, my father's trust. He used my conviction to push me out of the company. He used you to do it."

"He didn't know," I whispered. "Julian doesn't know I did it."

Caspian stepped closer. I had to tilt my head back to see him. "He knows. He's always known. He didn't marry you for love, Elena. He married you because he needed to keep his most dangerous witness in his bed where he could watch her. Why do you think he pays for your sister's clinic? It’s not charity. It’s a leash."
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