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      This book contains intense themes that may be triggering for some readers. It includes graphic depictions of sexual assault, emotional trauma, and the effects of abuse. Reader discretion is strongly advised.

      

      The journey shared in these pages is one of healing, but it also delves into the deep pain and scars that come with surviving violence. If you are sensitive to these subjects or have experienced similar traumas, please approach cautiously.

      

      Know that your emotional well-being is important, and taking breaks or skipping sections is okay if they become too overwhelming. This story is about survival, strength, and the power of love to heal, but it is also unflinchingly real about the toll trauma takes on the human spirit. You are not alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE WAINWRIGHT FAMILY GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wainwright Family Members Character Profiles

      

      

      Jamesson "Big Jim" Wade Wainwright (Patriarch and Tyrant of the family, Wade’s grandfather)

      
        
          	
        DOB: 08/14/1948 (Age 77)
      

      	
        Height: 6’2” with broad shoulders, still exuding power
      

      	
        Facial Hair: Goatee and mustache
      

      	
        Hair: Slicked-back silver hair
      

      	
        Eye Color: Piercing, icy blue—cold and unforgiving
      

      	
        Personality: A ruthless, power-hungry patriarch obsessed with his legacy. Deeply racist and resistant to change, he built Wainwright Distillery into an empire and will do anything to preserve its old-world values. His hatred for outsiders and the Lennox family fuels his every move.
      

      	
        Family Role: The puppet master behind the Wainwright empire, controlling everything from the shadows. He’s determined that one of his grandsons—Preston (Wade’s younger brother) or Logan (Wade’s older cousin)—will inherit the distillery. He despises Wade for his rebellious nature, wild ways, and refusal to embrace the family legacy.
      

      	
        Net Worth: $200 million
      

      

      

      Eleanor Annie Wainwright (Southern Matriarch of the family), Wade’s Grandmother

      
        
          	
        DOB: 05/ 2/1955 (Age 70)
      

      	
        Height: 5’5, petite but commanding presence
      

      	
        Facial Hair: Goatee and mustache
      

      	
        Hair: Platinum blond (dyed)
      

      	
        Eye Color: Ice-blue eyes
      

      	
        Personality: A bit of a racist and manipulative. A true Southern socialite who believes money and power should stay in the right hands. She supports her husband in everything he does.
      

      	
        Family Role: the family matriarch.
      

      	
        Net Worth: $200 million
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        * * *

      

      Wade Jaxon Wainwright (Main Character) Nickname: Sparky

      
        
          	
        DOB: 10/14/1991 (Age: 32)
      

      	
        Height: 6’6 ", well-endowed (rugged yet defined physique)
      

      	
        Facial Hair: Trimmed 5 o’clock shadow
      

      	
        Hair: Long, shoulder-length, usually tousled and wild
      

      	
        Eye Color: Blue Personality: Broad, intense, fierce, loyal, and not one to back down from a fight
      

      	
        Criminal Record: Wade has had run-ins with the law due to bar fights, reckless behavior, and driving under the influence. He stands out as the rebel in his family, often seen as the black sheep. His reckless and wild nature leads him into constant trouble. He moved to Chicago and is college-educated in business and finance. He regrets the family's racism and traditions, which ultimately solidify his role as the black sheep.
      

      	
        Family Role: Family screw-up, one of the heirs to the Wainwright Distillery empire
      

      	
        Tattoo: Right shoulder blade & chest tribal tattoo extending across his pectoral. He also has another tribal design on his stomach, bold and sharp. On his left arm, small tribal ink wraps around his bicep and forearm.
      

      	
        Net Worth: $15-25 million on his own, not including what his family is worth
      

      	
        Background: Wade was born into the powerful Wainwright family. His grandfather, Jameson Wade Wainwright, built the empire. Wade is a recovering alcoholic.
      

      	
        After his recovery, he only drinks soda and lemon water.
      

      

      

      Clayton “Clay” Wainwright (Wades Father Good One)

      
        
          	
        DOB: 12/10/1973 (Age 52)
      

      	
        Height: 6’3, fit well groomed
      

      	
        Facial Hair: short boxed beard, neatly trimmed
      

      	
        Hair: Blond hair with strands of gray
      

      	
        Eye Color: piercing blue eyes, lightly tamed
      

      	
        Personality: Kind-hearted, non-racist, fair-minded. Loves all his kids equally. Sees Wade’s intelligence and potential despite his struggles. Stays out of the family’s dirty politics.
      

      	
        Business Role: Owns shares in Wainwright Distillery but stays out of conflict unless it’s about his children or wife. He isn’t racist like his parents.
      

      	
        Tattoo: none
      

      	
        Net Worth: $55 million on his own, not including what the family is worth
      

      

      

      Margaret “Maggie” Wainwright (Wade’s mother, Clayton’s wife)

      
        
          	
        DOB: 06/28/1975 (Age 50)
      

      	
        Height: 5’7, slim and very graceful
      

      	
        Hair: Strawberry blond with gray strands
      

      	
        Eye Color: green
      

      	
        Personality: Loving, supportive mother, non-racist. Believes in fairness. Adores Wade but hates his drinking problems.
      

      	
        Business Role: Stay-at-home mother
      

      	
        Tattoo: none
      

      

      

      Preston “Pres” Wainwright (Wade’s younger brother), The Golden Child

      
        
          	
        DOB: 09/15/1997 (Age 26)
      

      	
        Height: 6’5, inch shorter than Wade
      

      	
        Facial Hair: none
      

      	
        Hair: Blond, cut short
      

      	
        Eye Color: blue eyes like his father and other Wainwright men
      

      	
        Personality: Ambitious, cutthroat, the perfect son in their parents’ eyes, hates Wade’s laid-back nature, and constantly tries to outshine him. (Grandfather’s favorite grandson, and is a yes man)
      

      	
        Business Role: A high-ranking executive at Wainwright Distillery and Wainwright Enterprises. Groomed to take over. Grandfather pays him 2 million a year. His parents love him just as much as the other kids, but hate that he is just like his grandfather.
      

      	
        Tattoo: none
      

      	
        Net Worth: Worth $10 million on his own
      

      	
        RACIST LIKE HIS GRANDFATHER HATES HIS FATHER BECAUSE HE THINKS THAT HE IS WEAK.
      

      

      

      Savannah Anne Wainwright (The Heart of the Family) is Wade’s little sister and one of his supporters.

      
        
          	
        DOB: 05/25/2001 (Age 23)
      

      	
        Height:5’6, curvy
      

      	
        Hair: Light blonde hair
      

      	
        Eye Color: soft blue eyes
      

      	
        Personality: Sweet and loyal to her big brother Wade. Open-minded people believe family racism is disgusting, but don’t dare to stand up to them yet.
      

      	
        Business Role: not in the family business, goes to college for business
      

      	
        Tattoo: none
      

      	
        Net Worth: $5 million
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        * * *

      

      Jackson “Jack” Wainwright (Wade’s racist Uncle and cousin Logan’s father)

      
        
          	
        DOB: 12/02/1975 (Age 55)
      

      	
        Height: 6’3, broad-shouldered, powerful presence like his father’s.
      

      	
        Facial Hair: circled beard, neatly trimmed
      

      	
        Hair: dark blond with gray temples
      

      	
        Eye Color: piercing blue eyes
      

      	
        Personality: racist, ruthless, and obsessed with power. Worshipped his father (Jameson, aka Big Jim)
      

      	
        Business Role: He is the second co-owner of Wainwright Distillery and Wainwright Enterprises. I believe in keeping the company white-owned and running it that way.
      

      	
        Tattoo: none
      

      	
        Net Worth: $100 million
      

      	
        RACIST AND HATES HIS NEPHEW WADE’S GUTS BECAUSE WADE STANDS UP TO HIM.
      

      

      

      

      Vivian Luanne Wainwright (Maiden name Hawthorne), Logan’s mother. A racist Southern belle.

      
        
          	
        DOB: 08/30/1973 (Age 52)
      

      	
        Height: 5’8 slim, elegant, high-maintenance
      

      	
        Hair: Golden blond hair, always styled
      

      	
        Eye Color: light blue-gray
      

      	
        Personality: snobby, judgmental, and highly racist. She hates Wade for being ‘too wild’ and not following family traditions.
      

      	
        Tattoo: none
      

      	
        Net Worth: $5 million
      

      	
        RACIST AND HATEFUL
      

      

      

      Logan Ray Wainwright (Wade’s favorite cousin and his other support.

      
        
          	
        DOB: 07/18/1990 (Age 34)
      

      	
        Height: 6’5 strong build
      

      	
        Facial Hair: goatee
      

      	
        Hair: dark blond
      

      	
        Eye Color: piercing blue eyes
      

      	
        Personality: Disciplined, charming, and torn between legacy& personal values. He loves Wade but feels trapped by his father’s expectations. He was conflicted between family loyalties and his own beliefs.
      

      	
        Business Role: I am the second co-owner of Wainwright Distillery and Wainwright Enterprises. I believe in keeping the company white-owned and running it that way.
      

      	
        Tattoo: none
      

      	
        Net Worth: $30 million alone, not including the family fortune.
      

      	
        He hates his family and is racist. He isn’t racist.
      

      

      

      Madison Lynn Wainwright (The stuck-up brat)

      
        
          	
        DOB: 10/10/03 (age 21)
      

      	
        Height: 5’4 petite but curvy
      

      	
        Hair: Golden blond
      

      	
        Eye Color: blue-gray eyes like her mother
      

      	
        Personality: She is racist against black people and doesn’t like her cousin Wade. She is Daddy’s little girl, and he pays her an allowance of $90000 monthly for her shopping needs.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LENNOX FAMILY GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Lennox Family Profile

      

      

      Caleb Lennox (Grandfather)

      •	Age: 86

      •	DOB: March 12, 1938

      •	Height: 6’0”

      •	Build: Lean but strong

      •	Skin Tone: Deep brown

      •	Hair: Salt-and-pepper curls

      •	Eyes: Honey brown with hints of gold

      •	Facial Hair: Full salt-and-pepper beard, neatly trimmed

      •	Personality: A shrewd businessman with an old-school mindset. He is proud of his legacy but burdened by the longstanding feud with the Wainwrights. Once a whiskey mogul, he now enjoys retirement, though he still offers sharp advice.

      Rosa Lennox (Grandmother)

      •	Age: 80

      •	DOB: August 29, 1944

      •	Height: 5’4”

      •	Build: Petite and elegant

      •	Skin Tone: Warm brown

      •	Hair: Silver locs, always neatly styled

      •	Eyes: Unique brown with flecks of green

      •	Personality: The heart of the family. Strong-willed, wise, and protective of her grandchildren. She is known for her soulful cooking and the wisdom she imparts in quiet moments.

      Ezra Lennox (Father)

      •	Age: 60

      •	DOB: January 15, 1964

      •	Height: 6’2”

      •	Build: Broad-shouldered and muscular

      •	Skin Tone: Deep caramel

      •	Hair: Black with streaks of gray, short and neatly cut

      •	Eyes: Honey brown with hints of gold

      •	Facial Hair: Short boxed beard with a full mustache, always well-groomed

      •	Personality: A stern but loving father. Runs a successful construction business and carries the weight of the family feud with the Wainwrights. Protective of his daughters and wary of outsiders.

      Celeste Lennox (Mother)

      •	Age: 57

      •	DOB: June 22, 1967

      •	Height: 5’7”

      •	Build: Graceful and curvy

      •	Skin Tone: Caramel

      •	Hair: Dark brown with auburn highlights, worn in natural curls

      •	Eyes: Honey brown with hints of gold

      •	Personality: A nurturing and supportive mother. While respecting family traditions, she also encourages her daughters to carve their paths. It runs a community food pantry and is beloved in Whiskey Flames Hollow.

      

      Honey Nova Lennox (Main Character)

      •	Age: 28

      •	DOB: April 5, 1996

      •	Height: 5’6”

      •	Build: Curvy and toned

      •	Skin Tone: Caramel

      •	Hair: Dark brown, voluminous curls

      •	Eyes: Honey brown with hints of gold

      •	Personality: Strong-willed, independent, and ambitious. They overcame addiction and are determined to build a thriving catering business. She has no patience for drama but can’t deny her attraction to Wade Wainwright.

      

      
        
        Honey’s Past & Family Feud

      

      

      Honey overcame addiction and is focused on launching her catering business. The Lennox family has a long-standing feud with the Wainwrights, rooted in a land deal betrayal. Caleb Lennox secured prime land for his whiskey business, which led to sabotage and competition with Jameson Wainwright. Honey must navigate family pressures while dealing with her undeniable attraction to Wade.

      

      Malcolm Lennox (Older Brother)

      •	Age: 32

      •	DOB: September 18, 1992

      •	Height: 6’4”

      •	Build: Muscular, athletic

      •	Skin Tone: Deep brown

      •	Hair: Short black waves

      •	Eyes: Honey brown with hints of gold

      •	Facial Hair: Full, thick beard with a sharp, lined-up mustache

      •	Personality: Protective older brother runs the family construction business alongside their father. Deeply distrusts the Wainwrights and sees Wade as a reckless threat to Honey’s future.

      

      Zara Serena Lennox (Younger Sister)

      •	Age: 24

      •	DOB: December 2, 2000

      •	Height: 5’5”

      •	Build: Slim but curvy

      •	Skin Tone: Warm caramel

      •	Hair: Dark brown, always styled fashionably

      •	Eyes: Honey brown with hints of gold

      •	Personality: The free spirit of the family. She loves fashion and travel, and while she respects the family’s history, she believes in forging her destiny. Encourages Honey to take risks in love and business.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE PART 1: WHISKEY & VENGEANCE
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      Caleb

      
        
        1985, Whiskey Flames Hollow – The Rusted Stag Bar

      

      

      The whiskey burns smooth down my throat, the kind of fire that lingers, warm and slow, feeding a man’s soul from the inside out—Lennox Spirits—my blood, my legacy, the finest damn whiskey in the South.

      And Jameson Wainwright knows it.

      He sits across from me, leaning in like he’s got the upper hand, but we both know better. His jaw's tight, eyes sharp, fists clenched against the old wooden table like he's ready to finish a fight that ain’t his to win.

      “You’re runnin’ out of time, Caleb.” His voice is steady and low, but there’s a bite to it, a desperation I can smell from here. "Lennox Spirits is strugglin'. You can be proud, or you can be smart. Sell me the business."

      I lean back in my chair, letting out a deep, slow chuckle. "Ain’t nothing smart about lettin’ a snake into my house."

      I take another sip, letting it roll over my tongue—smooth, rich, unmatched. Perfect. The taste of years of work. Years of sacrifice. Something Jameson will never understand.

      His fingers tighten around his glass like he wants to shatter it. “That taste...” He exhales, sharp through his nose. “It’s different from anything in this town.”

      Then, like a viper, his voice drops lower, crawling into my head. "What's in it, Lennox? What's your secret?"

      I smirk, setting my glass down slowly. "If I told you, Jameson, I'd have to put you in the ground immediately.”

      The bar goes silent.

      The regulars know better than to step into this. This ain't our first standoff, but tonight? Something feels different.

      Jameson exhales and rolls his shoulders like he’s shedding a weight. “That recipe should be mine,” he spits. “You stole that land from under me. Built your empire on what should’ve been Wainwright land.”

      I lean in, my voice dropping to a growl. “I played the game better than you, Wainwright. That's what happens when you gamble with things you don’t understand.” My fingers drum the table. "And now you think you can take what I built?"

      His fist slams against the table, making my drink tremble. “You think your sons, your grandkids, will hold onto that secret forever?” His words cut sharp. "Secrets don’t stay buried, Caleb. One day, someone’s gonna spill it."

      I don’t blink. "Then I’ll make sure that day never comes."

      A heavy silence settles, thick and suffocating.

      Jameson stands, smoothing out his coat, his gray beard twitching with a scowl. “You’ll regret this.”

      I lift my glass and take another slow sip.

      “Already regret wasting my time.”

      He turns on his heel, boots pounding the floorboards. I watch him go, a bad feeling settling in my gut. This ain’t over. And I’m not stupid enough to think he’ll let it be.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Fire

      

      

      As I laid in bed, somethin' felt wrong. The distillery’s not far from home, and the air didn’t smell right tonight. It didn’t carry the warm scent of aging barrels or slow-burnin tobacco. No. This was sharper. Meaner.

      Smoke.

      I jolted upright, my body already moving before my mind caught up. Rosa stirred beside me, mumbling my name, but I was already on my feet, heart hammering, breath caught in my throat.

      When I hit the porch, the air was thick, choking the night.

      Lennox Spirits was burning. I heard the phone ring and ran inside to grab it.

      “Mr. Lennox, it’s the chief from the fire department. Your bar and distillery are on fire, sir,” the chief said, his voice tight with urgency.

      My stomach dropped. “I’m on my way.”

      Flames tore at the sky, a beast devouring everything I’d built with my own two hands. The distillery. The warehouse. The fields. The fire spread fast, hungry, like it’d been waiting for this moment. I didn’t need to wonder who did this.

      Jameson. Jameson Wainwright.

      The bastard had been sniffin’ around my whiskey for years, desperate to get his hands on my recipe. But I never gave in. Never let him claim what wasn’t his.

      And this? This was his answer.

      My boys were yelling behind me, frantic, raw. Rosa’s trembling hands grabbed my arm, but I couldn’t move. I just stood there. Watchin' it burn. Watchin' the line Jameson had drawn.

      And knowing I was about to cross it.

      The fire raged on.

      And so did I.
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        * * *

      

      Jameson

      
        
        Whiskey Flames Hollow – Overlooking Lennox Spirits

        The night smelled of smoke and vengeance.

      

      

      I stood on the ridge, boots planted firm in the damp earth, arms crossed over my chest as I watched the flames tear through Lennox Spirits like a devil unchained. The fire crackled and roared, turning Caleb Lennox’s empire into embers and filling the night sky with thick, black smoke.

      Jackson stood to my left, jaw tight, eyes dark as he tracked the destruction. “Hell of a sight,” he muttered, though his voice had no satisfaction.

      To my right, Clayton shifted on his feet, uneasy. “Pa…” His voice was careful. “This ain’t gon’ end here.”

      I didn’t look away from the fire. “It ain’t supposed to.”

      My fingers aching for a cigarette twitched, but I didn’t move to light one. No need. The scent of burning wood, scorched grain, and ruined whiskey was enough to fuel the rage building in my gut.

      “That bastard took everything,” I growled, low, more to myself than to my boys. “Stole what was rightfully ours. Built his empire on land that should’ve been ours.” My eyes narrowed as the flames licked higher, swallowing decades of work. “Now, he gets to learn what it feels like to lose.”

      Jackson exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “You know Caleb ain’t gon’ just take this. He’s a stubborn bastard.”

      I let out a slow, humorless chuckle. “I know.” My gaze stayed locked on the fire. “That’s why we ain’t done yet.”

      Clayton swallowed hard, shifting again. He wasn’t like Jackson—never willing to take a chance. "We takin’ the recipe next?” His voice was hesitant like he already knew the damn answer. Stupid bastard.

      I turned my head, eyes cold as steel. “Not yet.” I glanced back at the flames, watching Caleb Lennox’s empire crumble to ash. “First, we let him suffer.”

      The wind shifted, carrying the heat up the hill. I breathed it in, savoring the taste of victory. This was just the beginning. Caleb Lennox had no idea what was coming.
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        * * *

      

      Caleb Lennox

      
        
        After the fire

      

      

      The house smells like smoke. Not the good kind—the rich, slow-burning scent of charred oak barrels—but the bitter stink of ruin. I sit at the kitchen table, a half-empty bottle of Lennox whiskey in front of me, my hands still covered in soot. The fire stole more than just my distillery last night. It stole the future I built for my family.

      The wooden chair beneath me creaks as I lean forward, my forearms braced against the table. My knuckles are raw, busted open from punching a wall—or maybe from digging through the wreckage with my bare hands. I can’t remember. All I know is the heat of the fire still clings to me, even now, hours after the flames died down.

      Rosa moves around the kitchen in silence, her hands shaking as she pours coffee. She doesn’t ask if I’m okay—she already knows the answer. My wife has always been strong, the kind of woman who holds everything together when a storm rips through. But she can’t even hide the tremble in her fingers as she sets the cup in front of me.

      I don’t reach for it. I go for the bottle instead. The front door swings open hard enough to rattle the walls. My eldest, Ezra, steps inside, his jaw clenched so tight I swear his teeth might crack. He’s still in the same clothes from last night, his flannel reeking of smoke, his boots covered in black ash.

      “It was Wainwright,” he says, voice sharp and certain.

      I don’t look up. I already knew. Hell, we all did. Ezra slams his hands down on the table, rattling the bottle between us. “We can’t let them get away with this, Pa.”

      His hazel eyes, which he got from me, blaze with the same anger that's churning inside me. I take a slow sip of whiskey and set the glass down with purpose.

      “They think they can take from us,” I murmur, my voice rough from the smoke and something darker, something deeper. “That they can erase us.” My fingers tighten around the glass. “They don’t know who the hell they’re dealin’ with.”

      Ezra nods, his fists clenching at his sides. He’s ready for war.

      Good.

      Because when a Lennox is burned, we don’t just rise from the ashes.

      We set the whole damn world on fire. The sun will rise soon, spilling its merciless light over the ashes of my legacy. The line has been drawn. And it's time to cross it.
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      Jameson

      
        
        Year: 1985 Location: Whiskey Flames Hollow, Wainwright Family Manor Day after the fire!

      

      

      The following morning, I was at the breakfast table, absorbed in my newspaper, when my housekeeper, Celeste Jefferson, brought my meal. Although I typically ignore women of color, I have to admit she's stunning. She's become my mistress, and occasionally, we spend the night together. Despite my reputation in Whiskey Flames Hollow as a notorious racist, this woman undeniably arouses me.

      "Here's your breakfast, Mr. Wainwright. Is there anything else you need?" Celeste inquired. Her shyness is one of the things I find most endearing about her. I inhale deeply, captivated by her scent. This woman is going to be the death of me.

      "Uh, no, Celeste, that's all for now. I want to see you later once you've finished your chores," I responded. "You're excused for now."

      Celeste nodded silently, her cheeks blushing as she quickly left the room. I returned my attention to the newspaper, scanning the headlines with a sense of detached amusement. The events of last night were playing out in my favor, as expected. The Lennox family would soon realize the cost of crossing me. While eating my breakfast, I reflected on how Caleb's small bar and distillery had burned down. I couldn't help but savor the satisfaction of a plan unfolding perfectly.

      Two hours later, I lost myself in the depths of Celeste's embrace. We had arranged to meet at our hidden getaway, a secluded cabin tucked away in the woods, where I often rendezvoused for my numerous clandestine affairs. But with Celeste, it was different. Her dark skin contrasted with the societal norms of our small, judgmental town, where the revelation of our interracial relationship would cause an uproar.

      With her head thrown back against the pillow, Celeste's breath hitched, and she moaned, "Oh, Jameson, I'm going to cum."

      "Shhh, darling," I whispered, tracing my fingers along her sweat-slicked collarbone. Celeste’s eyes opened wide at my command, but she obeyed, swallowing her cries. We savored the secret of our trysts. The danger of discovery only heightened our pleasure.

      A short while later, our bodies lay entwined, basking in the afterglow of our passionate endeavors. Her chest rose and fell rhythmically against mine, her heart pounding in her breast like a frantic songbird. As I traced the soft lines of her delicate features, I smiled at the contentment filling her eyes. At that moment, a sharp knock echoed through the cabin, slicing through the serene silence. Fear flowed through me like an icy river. No one knows about this place except my associate, Nathaniel.

      "Who could that be?" She asked, the softness in her eyes replaced with worry.

      "I don't know, "I admitted, suppressing the surge of unease coursing through me. With a reassuring kiss on her forehead, I unwound my limbs from hers and climbed out of bed, pulling on my discarded trousers. "Stay here," I instructed, and with one last lingering look at her frightened face, I slipped out of the room.

      I cautiously made my way to the door, my heart pounding in my chest. A familiar voice called out from the other side as I reached for the handle.

      "Jameson, open up. It's Nathaniel," the deep voice boomed through the heavy cabin door.

      Relief flooded through me as I recognized the voice of my trusted associate. I quickly unlocked the door and swung it open to reveal Nathaniel's imposing figure standing on the threshold.

      "What brings you here, Nathaniel?" I asked, trying to hide the tension in my voice.

      "Mr. Wainwright," Nathaniel nodded in greeting, his voice deep and steady. "We've received word from our sources. The fire was successful."

      With a satisfied smirk, I motioned for Nathaniel to enter. "Good. Let them experience the sting of my revenge," I responded calmly. Nathaniel entered and took a seat on the couch. I approached the mini bar, poured myself a whiskey, and then settled into the recliner. Celeste understood not to interrupt me when I was handling business matters.

      Nathaniel glanced around the room before pausing briefly. After clearing his throat, he redirected his attention to me. "Yes, sir," he affirmed, nodding as he resumed discussing the matter at hand. "Caleb and his sons were truly surprised by the fire. All indications suggest it was an accident."

      "Perfect," I muttered, swirling the amber liquid inside my glass. "Let the old dragon wallow in his misfortune."

      "Indeed, sir," Nathaniel agreed, uncrossing and recrossing his legs. "And what would you like us to do now?"

      "I think it's time we moved forward with phase two," I stated, setting my glass down on the table with an air of finality. "It's time to escalate things. Make sure everyone knows Jameson Wainwright is not a man to be fucked with."

      Nathaniel stiffened at my order, his eyes widening slightly as he comprehended the severity of my words. He released a low whistle, resting his elbows on his knees and lacing his fingers together.

      "I understand, Mr. Wainwright," he uttered, leaning forward as if to grasp my plan's gravity fully. "What shall be our next step?"

      "First," I said, meeting Nathaniel's intense look. "Go to the bank and find out how much Caleb owes on that land. I want you to cover the taxes and secure the deed for that land. He took it from our family once, and I'll be damned if he gets it again."

      "Sir, are you sure about this?" Nathaniel asked skeptically. His dark eyes flickered with a hint of concern.

      “Of course I am," I snapped sharply, standing to my full height as I towered over him. "It’s time we reclaim what’s rightfully ours. Start by buying the land and driving out the false claims."

      "Might be a rough journey, sir," Nathaniel warned, respectfully facing me. His gaze was solemn, reflecting the cascade of low, dim light emanating from the antique chandelier overhead. "Some of his men, they're faithful dogs. They won't give up without a fight."

      "They might be loyal," I replied, reclining in my chair. "I couldn't care less about Caleb Lennox and his family. As I mentioned, I want that land. Caleb can put his distillery anywhere else, just not on that property. That guy is an arrogant jerk. But I'll have the last laugh. Once everything's settled, inform me. I need to return to my lady. Call me when it's finished."

      Nathaniel rose from his chair, a subtle nod of agreement punctuating our bleak discussion. "I'll do my best, sir. I'll handle things at the bank tomorrow and start negotiations to purchase the land."

      "Good," I said, watching him stride toward the heavy oak door of my study. "And Nat?" He paused at the threshold, turning to meet my gaze. “Yes, sir?”

      “Don't let anyone know that it's me behind the purchase. Caleb and his men needn't know till it's all said and done.”

      Nathaniel gave a firm, understanding nod, his eyes holding the fierce determination I had grown accustomed to over the years. "Understood, sir. Not a word of this will escape my lips." A hint of a smirk graced his stern, chiseled features as he added, "We'll have the last laugh."

      He passed through the door just as I returned to my bedroom, where Celeste was lying. Entering the room, I saw Celeste peacefully asleep. To me, she looked so beautiful. Her chest rose and fell in rhythm with her soft, melodious breaths, stirrings of tranquility in a world brimming with turmoil. The moonlight filtering through the window bathed her in an ethereal glow, adding an ethereal serenity to her sleeping form.

      Had it not been for the pressing financial matters that gnawed at my mind, I might have joined her in sleep, reveling in the pure radiance that was my Celeste. But my world was one of business and cunning, of strategies and plot twists. While she dreamed, I planned.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been a month since that night with Celeste and my conversation with Nathaniel about the fire. Lately, Celeste’s been distant, and I’m determined to figure out what’s happening. Entering the kitchen, where she was with the other staff, I glanced around before saying, "Everyone out. I need to talk to Celeste," my voice low and firm.

      Everyone left quickly, not wanting to provoke me. It was just Celeste and me, alone now. Her face was a mix of surprise and unease. Without a word, she continued cleaning the already spotless counter.

      "Celeste," I began, my tone softening, "What’s bothering you? You've been... distant."

      She didn’t answer immediately, focusing on wiping down the counter as if she couldn’t be bothered to look at me. I moved behind her and pulled her close, the proximity igniting something deep within me. I gently turned her to face me. She put the cleaning supplies down and met my gaze.

      "I... I just..." she faltered, her voice barely audible. A forced laugh escaped her lips as if trying to avoid the truth.

      "Celeste," I pressed, my voice steady but gentle. "Please, tell me what's wrong."

      She bit her lip, her eyes glistening with unshed tears, and quickly blinked them away. Her breathing was uneven. After a long pause, she finally spoke. "I’m scared, Jim. I’m pregnant with your child. That’s why I’ve been keeping my distance. I don’t know what to do."

      The words hit me like a punch to the gut. My heart raced, shock and an overwhelming sense of joy flooding me. I hadn't anticipated this, but it was real now. She was carrying my baby.

      "Celeste," I whispered, my voice trembling slightly. "You’re... you’re carrying my child?"

      Tears spilled down her cheeks as she nodded. "Yes, Jim. I didn’t know how to tell you. I’m scared. I don’t know what the future holds."

      I cupped her face gently, using my thumbs to wipe away the tears. "You don’t have to be scared. We’ll figure this out. This child... this is a gift. We’ll handle it together."

      But then the reality hit me. I was married. I couldn’t leave my wife. "Celeste, I’m not leaving my wife. But we’ll figure this out. I’ll support you," I added, even as doubts gnawed at me. I had no idea how to handle this situation.

      Her eyes searched mine for reassurance. "But what about your wife? What will she think?"

      I sighed deeply, knowing this would only complicate everything. "I’ll figure it out. The most important thing right now is to take care of you... and the baby."

      She nodded slowly, a mix of emotions playing across her face. "Thank you, Jim. I wasn’t sure how you'd take it."

      I tilted her chin to make sure she was looking at me. "No matter what happens, I’m here for you. We’ll handle this together."

      But I had no intention of being involved in this child’s life. I already had two sons with my wife. What would I do with a child born from an affair, especially in a town like this? I didn’t want to raise a mixed-race child. That would destroy my reputation. A pang of guilt crept in. It wasn’t for the lies I was telling but for the child. I was ready to turn my back on him, to let him grow up without a father’s love because of the societal implications. But it didn’t matter. I had to keep this affair hidden, and the only way to do that was to get rid of Celeste. The guilt must’ve shown on my face because Celeste’s eyes widened, a look of fear creeping in.

      "Jim... you're scaring me," she whispered.

      I forced myself to compose my emotions. "Here’s what I think needs to happen," I said. "I’ll give you money so you can relocate, or... or you can terminate the pregnancy. I’m not leaving my wife. That’s my final decision."

      Her voice was barely audible. "I can’t believe this," she said, tears streaming down her face. Her disbelief and hurt cut through me.

      "I’m sorry, Celeste," I said, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. "But I can’t change my life for this."

      And then she slapped me. It stung, the force of her palm on my cheek leaving a mark. "You’re a coward, Jim," she spat, her voice quivering with suppressed sobs. She turned away from me, her back straight as if trying to shield herself from the pain.

      "I can’t do it," Celeste whispered, her voice full of anguish. "I can’t end this life... and I can’t live with the thought that my child will grow up without a father’s love."

      She turned to face me again, her resolve hardening. "Jim, I’ve loved you for so long. More than anything. But I won’t let you put a price on this child’s life. You’re wrong."

      "Fine," I said, trying to keep the edge in my voice despite my heart breaking. "You go. Raise the child, but stay away from me. I'll give you the money, and we’ll part ways. That's the only solution."

      Her laughter was bitter, empty. "You think you can buy me off? Is that it? Make me disappear?" She shook her head, her curls falling around her face. "You don’t get it, Jim."

      She bent down, picking up the locket I had given her, symbolizing everything we once had. She placed it in her pocket with a finality that crushed me. "I’m done. I’m leaving, and I’ll be fine without you and your money," she said, her voice steady.

      "You're fired," I snapped, my words harsh, as I turned to leave. I couldn’t look at her anymore. "Get out."

      It was the last time I saw Celeste. The idea of raising a child with her—especially a mixed-race child—was something I couldn’t accept. I couldn’t afford the consequences of being involved with her, no matter my feelings. As I walked away, I felt the weight of the decision bearing down on me. How would I explain this to my wife?

      Eleanor walked into the kitchen, her icy blue eyes scanning me. "Is she gone?" she asked, her voice calm but sharp.

      "Yeah, Eleanor," I stammered, my voice strained. "She's gone."

      She walked toward me, her expression softening. She wrapped her arms around me, but I felt no comfort in her touch."How did you know?" I asked, confusion thick in my voice.

      She rested her head on my chest. "I’ve known for a while," she whispered, her voice full of sadness.

      "How?" I asked again, the dread filling my chest.

      "I saw how you looked at her," she replied. "And how you never looked at me like that. I knew something was happening."

      Her words sliced through me, and for the first time, I realized how much I had been caught in my lies. "Eleanor," I started, but she cut me off.

      "Do you love her?" she asked softly.

      I paused, the question cutting deep. "I don’t know," I admitted, guilt washing over me. "It’s different, Eleanor."

      "Different?" she repeated disbelief in her voice. "Is that what you call it? Betrayal feels different too, Jim." Her words hit me like a freight train.

      Tears filled her eyes, and I felt my heart breaking. "You don’t get to explain yourself," she spat, stepping back. "Sorry doesn’t change anything, Jim."

      The silence between us was deafening. The lies I’d built and the shattered trust were all coming apart. There was no turning back now. "You need to deal with this," she demanded, her voice cracking. "Find a way to handle it. Don’t let this ruin everything."

      I knew she was right, but I had no idea where to start.
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        * * *

      

      After my conversation with Eleanor, I felt like the world had shifted beneath me. The weight of what she had said hung heavily in the air, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going to break—either my marriage or my connection with Celeste. I didn’t know which would crumble first, but I was certain both were at the precipice.

      I left the house and drove silently, the engine hum doing little to soothe my racing thoughts. The drive to Celeste’s house felt like an eternity. I couldn’t even remember the route I took, too focused on what I needed to say to her, too distracted by the fear of losing everything.

      It wasn’t just about the affair. It wasn’t even just about the pregnancy. It was everything—the lies, the secrets, the broken pieces of both my life and hers. There was no turning back. I had to face it head-on, for better or worse. I parked in front of her house, the familiar sight of her small bungalow suddenly seeming foreign to me. I hadn’t been here in a while. We spent the previous time together at my cabin, our hidden little sanctuary. But now, there was no pretending.

      I knocked on the door, my hand trembling slightly. A few moments passed before I heard footsteps inside, and then the door creaked open. Celeste stood there, looking like she had been expecting me, though she didn’t seem happy to see me. Her expression was guarded, her eyes betraying none of the warmth that once radiated from them. There was no invitation for me to come in; she simply stood there, her body blocking the threshold.

      “What are you doing here, Jim?” she asked, her voice tight.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but the words caught in my throat. I had spent the entire drive rehearsing what I would say, but now, in front of her, I felt like a fool. I was about to ruin everything and didn’t know how to stop it.

      “I—I need to talk to you,” I finally said, the words coming out raw, desperate. “About everything.”

      She raised an eyebrow, clearly not in the mood for a lengthy discussion. “About what, exactly?”

      I exhaled slowly, trying to calm my nerves. “About what’s happening between us, Celeste. I just spoke to Eleanor, and she... she doesn’t want me involved with you anymore. She’s afraid of what’s happening, and so am I. But I can’t walk away from this. I can’t just pretend it didn’t happen.”

      

      Celeste's eyes narrowed as she crossed her arms, a defensive stance I knew all too well. "Jim, I'm not the person you should talk to about this. You need to have this conversation with your wife. You've made a mess of things. You told me you didn't want me or the baby, so go back to your wife. I understand that you also said you wouldn't leave Eleanor for me. So go home, Big Jim.”

      “I know,” I admitted, guilt and regret flooding me. “But I can’t just walk away from you. From us.”

      She shook her head, letting out a bitter laugh. “You don’t get it, do you? You’re married, Jim. You’re about to have a baby with me. I’m just some⁠—”

      "Stop saying that," I cut in, my voice trembling with emotion. "You're not just 'somebody.' You matter to me. You always have. But everything's collapsing Celeste, and I don't know if I can mend it. I can't even repair the damage I've caused you. Or what I've done to my family. I came here tonight to tell you that you need to leave town, vanish. I can't have anyone here gossiping about this."

      She gazed at me with icy detachment. "Relax, Jim. I have no intention of disrupting your ideal family life. I was already planning to leave. I won’t reach out or anything. You can return to your happy family and pretend with your wife and children."

      My heart sank. "I'm sorry, sweetheart! I don't want you to go, but this is how it must be."

      Celeste scoffed with a bitter edge as she retorted, “Don't call me sweetheart, Jim. Not now. Your stories... they mean nothing now. Save your apologies for Eleanor."

      "But, I–"

      "Stop, Jim," she cut in sharply, her eyes nearly sparkling under the moonlight. "Get out of my home. I despise you! Go away now!"

      With that final step away from her house, I knew—I would never see my child. The weight of that truth settled deep in my chest, but I accepted it. I was a curse in Celeste’s life, not a blessing. I had nothing to offer her except pain, regret, and a future built on broken promises. She deserved a man who could love her the way she deserved and cherish her like a queen.

      Did I have feelings for her? Maybe. But feelings weren’t enough. I knew, with absolute certainty, that I could never be the man she needed. She and our child deserve everything. And I? I could never be that man. I was who I was—a man born into a legacy of hate, a man unwilling to change. Whiskey Flames Hollow was my home. It shaped, molded, and made me who I was. A racist bastard. And I would stay that way. No woman—no child—would ever change that.

      So that day, I got in my truck, gripped the wheel tight, and drove home to my chosen life—to my wife and my sons. I decided that Celeste and our child would never be part of it. But whether she liked it or not, I would always provide for my blood. Even from the shadows. Even if I was nothing more than a ghost in my own child's life.
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      Wade

      
        
        30 years later- Whiskey Flames Hollow, Tennessee

      

      

      I sit alone at the Bar Lennox Inferno, one of the hottest spots in Whiskey Flames Hollow. My family doesn't own a club; we're more known for our whiskey distilleries and real estate ventures. My friends lose themselves on the dance floor as I sip my drink. The familiar burn of whiskey accompanies me, smooth as it goes down but harsh when it settles—much like my own nature.

      Above the bar, the neon lights flicker, casting a dull yellow hue over the half-empty bottle before me. My reflection in the glass is distorted, blurred by the cheap liquor and the burden of too many poor choices. The music blares—an old country tune about heartbreak and bad habits—but it can't compete with the throbbing in my head.

      I laugh under my breath. Ain’t that the damn truth? A hand slaps my back. “Another round for the birthday boy!”

      I barely turn my head as someone—hell, I don’t even know his name—grins and signals the bartender. I think it’s my birthday. Pretty sure, anyway. Thirty years old today. Thirty years of being a Wainwright, of carrying the name that means something in Whiskey Flames Hollow. I hate this small town, but damn, it’s where I live for now. I swirl the whiskey in my glass, watching the amber liquid catch the dim light. My grandfather, Jameson Wainwright, known as "Big Jim," constructed an empire. My father, Clayton Wainwright, established a legacy. And me? I'm merely a man attempting to drink away the memory of it all.

      The bartender, by the name of Tina, Tasha, or something like that — with a too-tight top and a smirk like she knows exactly what kind of mess I am—sets another glass in front of me.

      “Last one, Wade,” she says, but we both know that’s a lie.

      I smirk, raising the glass in a mock salute. “I’ll take that as a challenge.”

      Fuck, I've already had five of these drinks, and I'm really messed up right now. I'm grateful that my friend Malcolm Lennox, his father, and Uncles own this Club. I am so glad he is here helping me celebrate my birthday. The waitress, Tina, Tasha, or whatever her name is, rolls her eyes, but there's something behind them—maybe pity.

      I dismiss the thought and down the whiskey in a single swig, feeling the fiery warmth spread through my stomach. The Lennox family sure knows how to craft outstanding whiskey. I laugh quietly, imagining my grandfather wouldn't be thrilled to hear me admit that. Malcolm and I spent the evening with our friends, drinking and reveling in the night.

      Someone cheers. Another person pats me on the back. The world spins a bit too quickly, but I don't resist it. Honestly, I don't care. I don't care about my family name, this small town where everyone knows each other, or the fact that if I keep this up, I won't make it to thirty-one. Maybe that's exactly the point.

      As the night wore on, the music continued to pulse through the crowded bar, drowning out any sense of time or responsibility. I found myself in a blur of laughter and clinking glasses, surrounded by people whose names I couldn't quite recall. Yet, at that moment, it didn't matter. All that mattered was the warmth of the whiskey in my hand and the fleeting sense of freedom it offered.

      "Hey, Wade, remember that time we snuck into old man Jenkins' barn and got chased by his crazy dog?" a voice called out from across the table.

      I turned to see a familiar face, blurred by the haze of alcohol but still recognizable. It was Billy, an old friend from high school with a mischievous glint in his eye.

      I chuckled, memories flooding back. "How could I forget? We were lucky to make it out of there with all our limbs intact."

      Billy grinned, raising his glass. "To survive another day in Whiskey Flames Hollow!”

      The sentiment was met with cheers from those around us, each eager to toast to something—anything—that made them feel alive at that moment. Amidst the revelry, a voice cut through the noise, authoritative and firm. "Wade Wainwright, what in good Lord's name are you doing here?"

      I turned to see my cousin Logan standing at the edge of the crowd, his expression a mix of concern and disapproval.

      "Logan," I greeted him with a lopsided smile, "just celebrating another trip around the sun."

      He shook his head, crossing his arms. "Celebrating or drowning your sorrows?"

      I shrugged, not wanting to dwell on the darker thoughts lingering at my mind’s edges. "A little bit of both, I suppose."

      Logan sighed, his gaze searching mine. "You know you can't keep doing this, right? You have responsibilities, Wade. To yourself, to your family."

      I attempted to dismiss his comments with a nonchalant chuckle. "Come on, Logan, take it easy. It's just one night. Can't I enjoy my birthday without you stressing me out about my duties? Damn it, man, you're always messing up my plans."

      I can't stand my cousin sometimes, yet deep down, I realized he was right. The burden of my family name and the expectations tied to it pressed heavily on me, even as I tried to escape them with whiskey and laughter. As the night stretched on and the drinks kept flowing, I found myself drifting between moments of reckless abandon and quiet introspection. The neon lights above flickered like distant stars in a dark sky, casting shadows that danced across familiar faces.

      As I raised yet another glass to my lips, chasing away the bitterness with each sip, I couldn't help but wonder if there would ever come a time when I could escape the legacy that bound me—or if I would forever be doomed to repeat the same mistakes that had haunted my family for generations. I collapse back into my seat, struggling to stay upright.

      I tilt my head back, my whiskey glass dangling from my fingers. The music is pounding, and the room is swirling around me. Amidst the blaring music, I distinctly hear my name being called.

      "Wade!"

      "Wade!"

      "Wade! Wake up, man!" someone yelled, smacking the back of my head. I glanced up to find my cousin Logan and my best friend Malcolm standing there. I thought Malcolm was drunk, but he seemed totally sober. What the hell? He was the one who insisted on this party. He knew I didn't even want to have it in the first place.

      "Wade, wake up!" Logan yells, hitting me again.

      I sit up, spilling my whiskey everywhere. "What? Damn it, Lance—I mean Logan," I yelled. "You idiot, you made me spill my drink." My vision was blurry, and I couldn't see clearly. I placed the glass down on what I assumed was the table. Once I thought it was secure, I tried to stand but stumbled, falling into my cousin's arms.

      "What the hell, Logan? You're ruining my party, man," I shouted loudly.

      Logan steadied me, his grip firm as he helped me regain my balance. "Wade, you're out of control. This isn't just about a party anymore. You need to get yourself together before things get even more out of hand."

      I scoffed, attempting to push him away. "I'm fine, Logan. It's my birthday; let me enjoy it my way."

      Malcolm stepped forward, his voice tinged with concern. "Wade, man, you need to listen to him. We're worried about you."

      I swayed slightly, feeling the effects of the alcohol clouding my judgment. "You guys are overreacting. I'm just blowing off some steam."

      Logan's expression hardened as he locked eyes with me. "This isn't just about blowing off steam anymore, Wade. You're spiraling, and we can't just stand by and watch you self-destruct."

      I shook my head defiantly, a stubborn streak rising within me. "I'll be fine; I always am. Just let me be."

      Malcolm sighed, rubbing his beard in frustration. "We can't just ignore this, Wade. You're really not doing well right now."

      The room blurred as I tried to concentrate on their conversation. The music kept thumping in the background, a constant reminder of the chaos surrounding me. "Malcolm, weren't you the one who suggested celebrating my birthday? And now you're here saying I'm not in a good place. What the hell, Malcolm?" I knew they had a point, but why was Malcolm trying to switch things up?

      Malcolm sighed, eyeing Logan apologetically. "I didn't think it would escalate this far, Wade. I just thought it'd be a night to let loose, not...this."

      Logan cut in, his voice adamant. "We're only doing this because we care about you, Wade. You're better than this."

      "Leave me alone! This is my life, and I will live it the way I want!" I yell, losing my temper. I pushed them both out of the way and stumbled out of the bar directly into the town sheriff. Great, this is all I need right now.

      As I collided with the town sheriff, I blinked, trying to focus on his stern expression. "Well, well, well, Wade. What a surprise to see you causing a ruckus again," Sheriff Daniels said, his arms folded across his chest.

      Sheriff Daniel, who had known me since I was a kid, looked at me with disappointment in his eyes. "Wade, you know better than anyone that we don't take kindly to this sort of behavior in Whiskey Flames Hollow."

      "Sheriff! I'm sorry. I just... It's my birthday," I slurred out, the alcoholic haze making it difficult for me to think straight.

      Daniel sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Wade, you're lucky I'm a forgiving man, but this is the last straw. Go home and sober up. If I see you causing any trouble tonight or tomorrow morning, I won't hesitate to haul your ass to jail."

      "Yes, Sheriff," I mumbled, feeling the weight of the drinking. I understood that my cousin and Malcolm had a point, but all I wanted was to unwind and celebrate my 30th birthday. Sheriff Daniel entered the bar, leaving me by myself with nothing but my thoughts for company. I gazed up at the sky, the moon glowing brilliantly over Whiskey Flames Hollow. The night air was cool against my skin, and as I stood there, lost in my thoughts about the conversation that I had just had with the sheriff, my cousin and Malcolm emerged from the bar.

      "Wade! Come on, let's go home," Logan said, his voice a mix of frustration and concern.

      I didn't budge. "I can find my own way home," I slurred in response.

      Logan sighed, his face reflecting the frustration he was undoubtedly experiencing. "Listen, Wade, you idiot. Get in the car right fucking now. We can't waste time on this nonsense."

      The growing soberness, combined with the weight of Logan’s words, made me realize how out of control I had become. With a defeated sigh, I relented and stumbled into the backseat of Logan's Chevy truck. As we drove through the deserted streets of Whiskey Flames Hollow, I stared out the window at the darkened storefronts and empty sidewalks, a harsh reminder of the life I was clinging to so desperately. Like my family, the town was full of ghosts from my past—ghosts that seemed to haunt every corner.

      As we arrived at my parents' mansion, Logan turned in his seat, his expression softening a bit. "Wade, we care about you. We just don't want to see you waste your life like this. You have a bright future, and I love you, cousin," he said, glancing at Malcolm in the passenger seat.

      Malcolm faced me and said, "Wade, I agree with Logan. You're better than this, man. I'm sorry I dragged you out of the house; we could have just gone to dinner for your birthday. " Then he turned back to look forward.

      I wanted to argue, tell them to mind their own damn business. But as I stared at the passing landmarks of my hometown, I knew they were right. Whiskey Flames Hollow wasn't merely a town but a persistent reminder that they were correct. I needed to sort my life out. I enjoy drinking because it helps me deal with the treatment I've experienced from my family in the past.

      "Guys, I appreciate your concern, really," I said, climbing out of the truck and leaning against the driver's side door. "I'll... think about what you said. I just... I just need some time alone, alright?"

      Logan studied me for a moment before nodding reluctantly. "Fine, but don't you have another drink tonight.”

      "I won't," I said, managing a weak smile. "Thanks for looking out for me."

      With one last concerned glance, Logan put the truck in gear and drove off into the night, leaving me alone in front of my childhood home. The mansion loomed ahead like an ominous specter, its darkened windows staring back at me like empty eyes. With a sigh, I pushed away from the truck and stumbled up the steps and into the house.

      The grand foyer was eerily quiet, with only the ticking of the hallway grandfather clock breaking the silence. The darkness signaled that my parents were already asleep. I still lived with them, but with our wealth, why bother moving out? As I stumbled upstairs
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