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  Chapter 1
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Heath


Four weeks. 
Twenty-eight days. Six hundred seventy-two hours. Give or take the ones I spent staring at my phone like a fool waiting for a text that never came.
I pour my coffee. Black, nothing in it, the way I've taken it since Navy SEAL training, when the instructors had us running on two hours of sleep and a prayer. I stare out the kitchen window at my property. 
Forty acres of dry Texas scrub, a stable I don't use, fencing that costs more than most people's houses, and a security system that could rival the Pentagon's. The house itself is modest. Clean lines. No art on the walls. No expensive liquor collection. One couch. One chair. 
I make a bed every morning with hospital corners because eighteen years in the Navy don't just disappear. After all, you traded fatigues for a bank account.
My father kept his house the same way. Warren Garrison, Master Sergeant. A man who believed that a clean house meant a clean conscience, and maintained both with the same mechanical discipline until my mother left. The house stayed clean. The conscience didn't.
Hell, I'm a billionaire who lives like an enlisted man. The irony isn't lost on me.
What is lost on me is the ability to function like a rational human being when a woman won't return my calls.
I check my phone again. Nothing. I set it down on the counter next to the coffee pot, right beside the single mug I own. Navy issue, chipped on the rim, the only thing I kept from my last deployment. Thirty seconds later, my thumb twitches toward the phone again.
This is pathetic.
I’m pathetic.
A man who survived SEAL training, ran black ops in countries that don't officially exist, and built an empire from nothing is being dismantled. Slowly, methodically, completely. By a woman who won't answer her phone. Camille Everett. Even her name causes heart palpitations. My body recognizes her before my brain has time to build a defense.
I've felt this exactly once before. The moment before a firefight, when every nerve in your body screams that something is coming and you can't stop it. You can only brace.
Well, I've been bracing for four weeks now.
My routine is the only thing holding me together. Up at 0500 because my body doesn't know any other time, even when I've been awake since three staring at the ceiling. Coffee. Property check. Walking the fence line in the half-dark, boots crunching on dry grass, scanning for anything out of place. There's never anything out of place. My ranch is forty acres of nothing happening, which used to feel like peace and now feels like solitary confinement. Then the workout. Pull-ups on the bar I welded to the stable frame, a five-mile run on the back road where the only witnesses are cattle and the occasional oil rig pumping slow and steady against a sky that's turning pink at the edges.
I push the run harder than I should. Mile four, my lungs burn, and my quads scream, and for about ninety seconds, I don't think about Camille. Then mile five hits and she's right back, settling into my skull like she owns my brain. Which, at this point, she basically does. The woman has occupied more of my mental real estate in four weeks than any enemy combatant ever managed in eighteen years.
After the run, the real work begins. Gage's empire doesn't run itself, and I'm the operational backbone—the fixer. I make problems disappear so he can focus on the big picture: the deals, the vision, the legacy he's building with Dahlia. I don't do it for the money. I already have plenty of that. I do it for him. Gage Everett is the one person I've let into my life since leaving the Navy. He’s like a brother to me. The only person I'd take a bullet for without calculating the odds first.
I don't care about the Everett legacy as he does. Don't care about the dynasty, the name, the generations of Texas wealth, and all the skeletons rattling around in their closets. I don't care about the Program, Julia, or any of the family drama. I care about Gage. Full stop. The rest is noise.
Except now there's a new frequency cutting through the static. A signal I can't tune out, no matter how hard I try.
Camille.
I spend the morning at my desk handling Gage's operations. Contracts, security briefings, and a call with the CFO about a property acquisition in Austin that needs to close by Friday. I do it all on autopilot while the other half of my brain runs a parallel track that circles back, always, to her. I've tried everything. Her office is in Fort Worth. Her assistant, a woman with the warmth of a filing cabinet, told me "Ms. Everett is unavailable" with all the enthusiasm of someone reading a death certificate. I tried again a week later, and the same assistant said the same thing with the same dead-eyed professionalism. I briefly considered driving to Fort Worth and sitting in the lobby until Camille either acknowledged me or called the police. Her professional contacts: dead ends. Her firm's public channels: nothing. The woman has the operational security of a head of state. Under other circumstances, I'd respect the hell out of it.
Under these circumstances, it's driving me insane.
I tell myself this is business. Loose ends from a few weeks ago that I still need to tend to. Gage’s mother told Camille to neutralize the media and protect the family name. Camille did. She killed Dahlia’s article, contained the crisis, and then vanished like smoke. 
Things need tidying up.
Except Gage hasn't asked me to follow up. Gage is busy running his media company with Dahlia. He's moved on. He and Dahlia have backed off from exposing the Program. They gave Camille complete control over how to handle the Julia situation. So, everything is settled.
Everything except me.
And I'm running out of lies to tell myself about why.
It started at the engagement party, at Gage and Dahlia's celebration at the Everett ranch: Champagne, toasts, the whole nine yards. I was doing what I always do at these things: standing near the perimeter, scanning exits, and making sure Gage could enjoy his night without someone trying to ruin it. Dane and Tessa were there. Luke and Sabrina, too. The Everett brothers cleaned up well when they wanted to. Dane: all quiet intensity; Luke: all contained chaos. Their wives kept them civilized. Barely.
Gage had pulled me aside at one point. He looked happy. Actually happy, which on Gage looks like a slight reduction in the permanent furrow between his eyebrows. "Relax, Heath. Nobody's getting assassinated tonight," he had said.
I told him I'd relax when everyone was safely in their cars and off the property. He laughed. Shook his head. "You need a life." Coming from the man who'd spent the last year dismantling a criminal empire while falling in love with a journalist, that was rich. But he wasn't wrong.
Then Camille walked in.
Dark hair. Sharp jaw. A dress that wasn't trying to get attention but commanded it anyway. She moved through the room as if she owned it. Not with arrogance, but with the quiet certainty of someone who's handled rooms full of people more powerful than these and walked out with exactly what she wanted. I watched her greet Dane and Tessa, exchange something with Luke that made him laugh, and hug Dahlia with genuine warmth. She worked the room without working it, but I could see what was happening beneath the surface. A strategic mind hid behind every handshake. I recognized it because I do the same thing.
We'd spoken before, during the Dahlia crisis, when Camille brought intel about Vince's media manipulation to the family. My brain cataloged her as an asset: sharp mind, strategic thinker, useful to Gage. My body cataloged her differently.
At the party, we ended up in a hallway. Not planned. I was heading to check a door when she came out of the restroom. We stopped. Looked at each other. The air between us compressed into something thick and charged, like the atmosphere before a storm. She said something about me always lurking in hallways. I said something back. Probably stupid. Definitely not smooth. She tilted her head and studied me. Felt like she was taking me apart to examine my contents. And I stood there and let her do it because somewhere between the hallway light catching her mouth and the way she leaned against the wall, I forgot how to avoid letting anyone affect me.
And then she smiled. A real one. Crooked. A little dangerous. The kind of smile that makes me forget all about discipline.
Gage found me afterward. Looked at my face. Said nothing. Which, from Gage, was the loudest commentary possible.
A week later, she went dark. No calls. No emails. No response to any of the dozen messages I'd left that started professional and have gradually devolved into embarrassment.
By noon, I've finished the Austin deal, answered sixteen emails, and checked my phone forty-three times. I know the number because I started counting around check number twelve, which is the kind of thing a sane person doesn't do.
One lead left. Madeline Everett, Gage’s mother and Camille's aunt. The matriarch. If anyone knows where Camille retreated to, it's her. I don't want to go. She’s an Everett aristocrat. She speaks in passive aggression and wears her wealth like armor. I've had to be around her several times and liked her exactly zero of those times. 
But four weeks of silence have done something to me that enemy fire never did. It's made me desperate. And a desperate man will walk into any room, face any enemy, or endure any amount of Everett bullshit if it gets him one step closer to the woman who's taken up residence inside his skull.
I grab my keys off the counter. Holster my phone like a weapon, because that's what it's become. A device that wounds me every time it lights up with the wrong name. I lock the house, cross the gravel drive, and climb into my truck. The engine turns over, and I sit for a moment with my hands on the wheel, running through what I'm going to say. The professional version. The version where I'm here on Gage's behalf, following up on loose ends, tying off the Dahlia situation. The version that doesn't include the words "I haven't slept properly in four weeks because your niece won't talk to me."
I could call Gage. Ask him to reach out to Camille directly. He's her cousin's employer, her family's business partner. He has every legitimate reason to need her attention. But that would mean telling Gage why I need to find her, and I'm not ready to have that conversation. Because Gage will look at me with eyes that see too much, and he'll know. He'll know this isn't business. He'll know his fixer, his right hand, his most disciplined soldier has gone and done the one thing he swore he'd never do: let someone matter.
The drive to Madeline's estate takes forty minutes. Cedar Hollow landscape rolls past. Dry air, long horizons, oil rigs pumping slow and steady against a sky so blue it looks fake. This is my country. I know every road, every fence line, every acre. I pass the turnoff for the old Miller property, the feed store where I buy grain I don't need for horses I don't own, the church with the crooked steeple that's been leaning since before I bought my land. It's the kind of drive that usually settles me. The flatness, the emptiness, the way Texas makes you feel like the only person alive. Today, it just gives me forty minutes alone with my thoughts, which is the last thing I need.
I am not comfortable with what I'm about to do. Because going to Madeline's means admitting something I'm not ready for. Something that has nothing to do with Gage, nothing to do with business, and nothing to do with the professional excuse I've been rehearsing for the past thirty miles.
I must find Camille. I need to find her because without her, the silence is unbearable.
Madeline's estate rises out of the landscape like a limestone monument to old money. There are columns, manicured grounds, and live oaks lining the drive, their branches spreading low and wide. I pull into the circular drive and kill the engine. No other cars. No staff visible. The gardens are immaculate. Someone's been tending to them, though right now the house feels strange. Not peaceful. Just empty. Like a building holding its breath.
I do what I always do. Scan the property. Two visible cameras on the front facade. Decorative, not tactical. Rich people install these to feel safe without actually understanding security. Side entrance to the east. Service entrance around back, probably. Three ground-floor windows are visible from the drive, all curtained—no movement behind them.
I get out. Cross the gravel. Climb the front steps. Ring the doorbell.
Wait.
Silence.
I ring again. A Navy SEAL can be patient when the mission requires it, but this isn't a mission. This is a man at the end of his rope pressing a doorbell and praying someone on the other side has the answer to a question he can't even articulate.
Then I hear footsteps approaching the door from the other side.
The lock turns.






  
  Chapter 2
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Camille


There are fourteen crumpled strategy documents in my trash can. 
I know because I counted them this morning while making my third pot of coffee, and eating absolutely nothing. Fourteen attempts to build a plan. Fourteen failures. Fourteen times, I sat at this dining table, pen in hand, brain firing on all cylinders, and got exactly three steps into a solution before emotion hit like a freight train.
Rage. Grief. Betrayal. Pick one. They cycle through on a loop, each one taking a turn at the wheel while I sit here in my compound outside Fort Worth pretending I'm working.
I'm not working. I'm spiraling. And I hate spiraling more than I hate anything in the world, including the aunt who made me a weapon without my consent.
My compound. The place I come when the world is falling apart, and I need walls thick enough to keep it out. From the outside, it looks like a ranch property. Manicured but unassuming, the kind of place a wealthy Texan might use as a weekend retreat. 
Inside the gates, it's something else entirely. Military-grade security. Blast-rated walls. A bunker beneath the main house that could survive most of what the Department of Defense worries about at night. Cameras. Motion sensors. A panic room I've never used but maintain religiously, because you don't build a fortress, and then leave the drawbridge down.
I built this place when I was twenty-six, fresh off my first major crisis management task with my drama-loving cousin and a popular senator. I’d suddenly had a terrifying realization that in my line of work, enemies are an occupational hazard. 
I'd handled it brilliantly. The senator kept his seat, his wife kept her dignity, and my cousin got a one-way ticket to Bermuda. 
But the death threats I received for making it all go away? Those stayed. So I built a fortress.
Right now, I'm fortified against everything except my own head. And the thing I'm trying to keep out is already inside. In my blood. In my name. In the inheritance of lies that comes standard with being an Everett.
The Julia project. That's what I'm calling it in my mind, the Julia project, as if reducing it to a file name will make it manageable. As if calling it a "situation" instead of what it actually is, a thirty-four-year atrocity committed by an aunt I used to adore.
Here's what I know. Madeline Everett, my aunt, my mentor, the woman who called me "the sharp one" while writing recommendation letters for Harvard and who showed up at my college graduation when my own parents couldn't be bothered, has been keeping her own daughter as a housekeeper in her home. For decades. Julia. Gage's twin sister. 
Julia has spent thirty-four years serving meals, scrubbing floors, and being invisible in the house where she was born. And Madeline sent me, her niece, the crisis manager, to handle all of this without ever once mentioning that the real crisis was happening in her own kitchen.
Madeline is the crisis.
She weaponized me, using my skills and loyalty to protect a secret so monstrous I still can't look at it straight on. I served a woman who had imprisoned her own child. I was her gun, and I didn't even know I was loaded.
The rage is the easiest part. I can work with rage. Rage is clean. It has direction, purpose, and a target. I've built a career on channeling other people's rage into productive outcomes. I can channel my own. It's the grief that's killing me because I adored Madeline.
Even now, even knowing what she's done, some stubborn corner of my heart still loves the woman who braided my hair when I was six. She sat with me when I got my first period, and my mother was in Monaco with husband number three.
That woman and the one who kept Julia are the same person. Both real. Both true. And I can't reconcile them. Every time I try, the strategy document crumples and the coffee goes cold, and I sit here in my fortress feeling absolutely, catastrophically useless.
Yet, I’m supposed to be the person who manages crises. Laughable now.
When I sit down to think, Madeline's face appears in my mind, and I want to scream at her, but I also want to hear her voice. The contradiction is making me into someone I don't recognize.
Nobody knows. That's the weight that sits on my chest at three in the morning when the compound is silent, and the security cameras blink green. I'm lying in a bed that's too big for one person, staring at a ceiling I could probably map by now.
Besides my aunt, only four people in the world know about Julia: Gage, Dahlia, Heath, and me. Gage and Dahlia have stepped back. They're grossly obsessed with each other, and they’re busy building their media platform. I’m the one who got their focus to shift from Julia to other stuff. I’ll take credit for that. But now I'm stuck in this compound with a secret that's eating me alive.
I talked to Gage once, ten days ago. It was a short call that was supposed to be about business, but turned into five minutes of silence on his end while I tried to figure out what to say.
My brother calls every other day, regular as clockwork, because that's who he is. Precise, efficient, and consistent. He checks in the way a surgeon checks vitals: without sentiment and looking for problems he can fix. This morning was no different. Three minutes of questions I deflected and updates I fabricated. I told him I was taking some time off and working on a personal project. He said "hmm" in the way that means he doesn't believe me, but doesn't have enough data to challenge it yet. That's the thing about Reid. He never pushes until he has the full picture. And once he has the full picture, he doesn't push. He dismantles.
So, he knows nothing about Julia and the fact that our beloved aunt is a monster in cashmere. Bringing Reid into this means losing control of it. He's a fixer. The real kind. He moves money, hires attorneys, and makes problems disappear. 
If he finds out about Julia, he won't only process it. He'll execute on it. He'll turn a human tragedy into a legal strategy before Julia has had time to draw a breath as a free woman. And I can't let that happen. Not until I have a plan.
Which brings us back to the fourteen crumpled documents in my trash can.
My phone buzzes on the counter. Half hope and half dread fill my brain.
Heath Garrison.
There he is, also, right on schedule, just like my brother. The man calls every day like it's a mission briefing. 
I watch his name pulse on the screen. One ring. Two. Three. I picture him on the other end. Jaw set, eyes sharp, holding the phone with the same grip he probably used on a rifle. Everything about Heath Garrison is intense.
I don't pick up.
Not because I don't want to. And that's the problem, isn't it? I want to hear his voice. I want someone to talk to who actually knows the truth.
But I can't. Because if I let Heath in right now, if I open that door even a crack, I'll either fall apart completely or do something stupid. I’m not about to do either.
The phone stops buzzing, and another voicemail lands. I don't listen to it. I haven't listened to any of them. There are twelve saved in my inbox, though, and I have no idea what he says in them. Maybe it's business. Maybe it's personal. I can't afford to find out. Can’t afford to hear his voice now. Because if his voicemails are good, really good, I'll call him back. And if I call him back, I'll tell him everything, and he'll want to fix it. But nobody can fix this. Especially not someone who thinks every problem needs some gunpowder.
Two weeks ago. Two in the morning. I almost called him. I was three glasses of wine into a night that started with strategy and ended with me sitting on my kitchen floor and reading old mail from Madeline. Birthday wishes. Career advice. A card from flowers she'd sent last spring with the caption "Beautiful things take patience, darling."
Beautiful things… like a daughter locked in servitude for three decades? Real patient, Aunt Madeline.
I had picked up my phone that night and scrolled to Heath's name. My finger had hovered over the call button long enough for the screen to dim twice. I didn't call him. Because Heath makes me feel something I can't control. And right now, control is the only thing standing between me and a complete unraveling.
I pull out a fresh sheet of paper. I get two bullet points in. Option one: Confront Madeline directly and demand Julia's freedom. Option two: Go to the authorities. Report it. Except report what, exactly? Julia is an adult. She has a job. She lives in a house. From the looks of that, nothing is illegal.
Then I think about Madeline setting the table for dinner parties while Julia stood three feet away holding the serving tray. I think about Julia cleaning Dane and Luke’s rooms when they were children. Their sister and blood, invisible. Did they ever wonder why the housekeeper looked like she could be family?
I snatch up the document and hold it over the trash can. Then I set it back down and pour cup number four.
The compound thrums around me. It’s the noise of a place built to keep the world out. But the world isn't the problem. The problem is, I’m sitting at this table, trying to work while pretending I can solve this massive thing on my own.
I pick up my phone to do the thing I've been refusing to do this whole time. I scroll to his name.
Heath Garrison. Twelve voicemails I haven't listened to. Weeks of missed calls. 
The screen dims once. I tap it awake and press call.
It rings. And rings. And rings.
No answer.






  
  Chapter 3
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Heath


The lock turns. 
The door swings open, and it's not Julia for once. It's Madeline Everett herself, standing in the doorway in a blouse that's slightly rumpled. Her blondish hair is messy. She looks almost human, like she's been doing her own chores all day. Based on the flush on her cheeks and the dust on her sleeve, she probably has.
Usually, Gage’s mother looks like a concrete highway beam wrapped in Southern charm. She could insult you so politely you'd thank her for it. But now, she looks like she hasn't sat down since tying her shoe this morning, and isn't happy about any of the reasons why.
Her eyes land on me, and she looks confused. I’m the guest she wasn't expecting, which tracks, because I didn't call ahead. Then she looks like she finally recognizes me. 
"Mr…" She trails off. Searches. Comes up empty. She doesn't remember my last name. I've been in her home forty times or more, and she still can't pull my name out of whatever mental filing system she uses. I’m beneath her attention, I guess.
"Garrison," I say. "Heath Garrison."
She doesn't invite me in. I can see the calculation happening behind her eyes. It’s Southern obligation wrestling with Everett superiority. She’s usually hospitable, but today… not so much. For a moment, I think she's going to send me away.
She steps aside, barely, with body language that communicates I’ll be tolerated, but not welcomed. I cross the threshold into a foyer that smells like money and flowers. Wrong flowers, apparently, because Madeline is already talking about them before my boots have finished stepping from the mat to the marble.
"The arrangement is all wrong. I sent the girl back out for lilies. Lilies, not whatever those tragic things were. And she's been gone for hours, running around town and spending money that isn't hers, God knows where. I've been doing everything myself today. The dusting. The silver. Everything." 
She talks like she’s been in a war. Exhausted. Indignant. 
She's talking about the housekeeper, Julia. Gage's twin sister, though Madeline doesn't know I know that. She's complaining about her own daughter the way you'd complain about a maid who is getting too lazy. The woman kept her child as a servant for 34 years, and her biggest grievance right now is the flower arrangement.
I try not to listen to it. I don't care about flowers or housekeepers or whatever domestic catastrophe Madeline Everett is weathering today. I care about one thing.
"Where's Camille?"
Madeline's expression sharpens. Steel spine. Cold eyes.
"Why do you want to know?"
I give her the professional line. "Loose ends from the Dahlia situation. There are a few details Camille flagged before everything went quiet, and I'd like to wrap them up before they become bigger problems."
"What kind of details?"
"Nothing dramatic. Some Quinn family fallout that needs Camille's attention. Gage wants it handled clean, and Camille's the one who built the strategy. Hard to finish without her."
"And these details couldn't be handled over the phone?"
"They could. She's not answering."
A small smile appears. "So you drove out here."
"I did."
"Because of business," she adds.
It all seems ridiculous, but I nod anyway.
"Camille handles her affairs privately," she says, in a voice that’s the verbal equivalent of a locked gate. "If she wanted your involvement, she'd have reached out."
"I appreciate the discretion, Mrs. Everett. I do. But Gage needs this wrapped up, and Camille is the only person who can sign off on the final pieces. If you could just point me in her direction…"
"I'm sure Gage has her contact information."
"He does. She's not picking up."
"Then perhaps she doesn't want to be reached."
"Perhaps." I let a beat pass. "But this is the kind of thing that needs to be handled professionally. Quietly. If it sits too long, the media could hear about it, and I don't think any of us wants that."
Her grip tightens on the foyer table. Her breathing turns heavier.
"Are you threatening me, Mr. Garrison?"
"I'm asking a favor."
"Camille doesn't need you complicating her life," she blurts. Her chin lifts, the full force of Everett aristocracy aiming a cannon at me. "She’s busy, and she has obligations that don't involve Gage Everett's hired help. If she wanted you to know where she was, you'd know. The fact that you don't should tell you everything."
Hired help.
The words land exactly where she aimed them. Beneath the suit. Beneath the billions. Straight to the part of me that grew up with nothing. No name. No legacy. No family crest hanging in a fancy foyer. I came from a sprawl where the most ambitious thing anyone did was join the military. I clawed my way to where I am through sheer force of will and the United States Navy. But to Madeline Everett, I'm still the boy from outside of Cedar Hollow. I'm staff.
I don't take insults well. Never have. I didn't survive Hell Week, six deployments, and a life built from nothing to be talked down to by anyone, Everett name or not.
"With respect, ma'am, your niece is a grown woman who she wants to speak to."
"Not right now, she can't." Madeline's voice drops. "The last thing she needs is someone like you making things worse."
Someone like me. Like I’m gum stuck on the bottom of a shoe.
"She's not answering anyone's calls," I say. "That's not handling things privately. That's disappearing."
"And that's her right." Madeline's eyes flash. "Camille doesn’t need to be found, Mr. Garrison. She steps away when she wants. The fact that you can't seem to understand this tells me everything I need to know about why she's not returning your calls."
Fuck.
"I'm not trying to—"
"You're not trying to what? Save her? Fix her? Ride in on your horse and make yourself indispensable?" She tilts her chin up. "I've watched men like you circle Camille my entire life. You see a strong woman going through something difficult, and you mistake her struggle as an invitation to help."
"That's not what this is."
"Then what is it?"
The afternoon sun slants through the windows. She's daring me to say it. To admit the thing that isn’t happening.
I pull back. Redirect. "The Dahlia situation left unresolved threads that affect Gage's business interests. Camille has information that—"
"Oh, stop." Madeline waves her hand like she's swatting a fly. "You're standing in my foyer with your hands balled up, talking about business interests. Do you think I was born yesterday, child? You think I can't see what's written all over your face?"
I withhold a grimace. Child? I’m thirty-something years old. 
She steps closer.
"My niece is dealing with something you know nothing about. And the last thing, the very last thing, she needs is a man who thinks persistence is the same as caring. You want to help Camille? Leave. Her. Alone."
"With all due respect, you don't get to make that decision for her."
"And neither do you."
We stand there. Two stubborn, proud people, neither willing to give an inch. Madeline looks worse the longer it goes on. More tired. More strained. Whatever energy she summoned to spar with me is draining fast. 
Why can’t I stop? Why can’t I thank her for her time, walk out the door, and drive home like a normal person?
Madeline turns away from me and heads for the staircase. The fatigue is visible now.
Her hand trails along the banister as she starts up the steps. One step. Two.
"I need to go rest. You'll let yourself out."
Her shoes are flat and sensible, the kind you’d wear when you're cleaning your own house.
I should leave. She told me to go. But I've got nothing. No information and no closer to finding Camille.
Madeline is halfway up when her hand reaches for the railing, but doesn't quite connect. Her foot catches the edge of a step. Her fingers graze the air where wood should be. Her ankle turns.
She falls backward.
My body lunges forward on instinct.
I’m too far away. Too late. Eighteen years of training scream at me to move, to catch, to intervene. But there are twelve feet of marble between us, and physics doesn't negotiate.
The sound is wrong. Heavy. Tumbling. The distinct, awful noise of a body hitting wood and stone in ways a body shouldn't. It goes on for too long. Each impact is a separate act of violence. And then...
Silence.
Now I'm at the base of the stairs, kneeling. My hands rush to her neck and wrist to check her pulse. Airway. Pupils.
She's gone. I know it before I finish the check. The angle of her neck tells me what the absence of a pulse confirms…
Madeline Everett is dead at the bottom of her own staircase.
I stand up. Slowly. Look down at her. She was alive three minutes ago.
My brain shifts. The grief, the shock, the horror, all of it gets shoved into a box and locked. Deal with the emotion later. Right now: assess the situation and decide what the fuck to do.
I'm in a dead woman's house, uninvited. After having argued with her for way too long.
Julia is out running errands. Or so Madeline said. No visible cameras on the interior. I checked on arrival, because that’s what I do. My car is in the driveway, but the property is set back from the road. No neighbors with a direct sightline.
If I stay and call it in, I'm the prime suspect. The Everett family will come for me. Gage will be dragged into it. It’s his mother, for fuck’s sake.
And Camille will learn that her aunt is dead because I was over here questioning the woman and tiring her out.
Questioning her about Camille.
If I leave, the housekeeper comes home. Finds the body. Calls 911. An accidental fall. A woman alone in her house tripped on the stairs. Tragic. Clean. Exactly what it actually was.
I know which choice is right, and I know what a good man would do, but that’s not me. Not tonight.
I move carefully through the foyer, wiping down the doorbell, the door handle, and the surfaces I touched. I didn't go deeper into the house, so my footprint is minimal.
Small mercy.
When I reach the front door again, I look back one last time at Madeline's twisted body at the bottom of the stairs.
“I'm sorry this happened to you.”
I say it aloud as if that will erase what just happened.
Stupid. 
It's not enough. It will never be enough.
I open the door. Step out. Close it behind me and get in my truck. I start the engine. 
And then I just sit there.
Fuck.






  
  Chapter 4
[image: ]
Camille


Why isn’t he answering his phone now? 
I stare at my phone as it betrays me. Which is rich, considering I've been ignoring his calls for weeks.
Is this a new strategy of his?
I set the phone down on the counter, close-by. Always within reach. Always ready for a name I refuse to respond to but can't stop watching for. Picking up my pen, I try to focus, but the momentum is gone. Whatever wave of courage or desperation that carried me to the point of calling him is gone. Now I'm sitting in the wreckage, wondering what the hell I was going to say if he'd answered.
Hi, Heath. Sorry I ghosted you for a month. Turns out my aunt is a monster, and I've been distraught about it for days. I called you because you're the only person on earth who knows why. Want to come over and help me not fall apart?
Yeah. No.
I pour the rest of my cold coffee down the drain and start another cup because my coping mechanism is caffeine and self-sabotage. The compound kitchen is immaculate. Granite counters, professional-grade appliances, a refrigerator stocked with food I bought two weeks ago and haven't touched. I've been living on coffee and the occasional protein bar I find in my bag, which is a nutritional strategy my assistant would have opinions about if she knew. She doesn't. Nobody knows what's happening in this kitchen except me and the unwashed coffee pot, which has seen things.
It’s quiet. That's the thing about building a fortress: it keeps everything out, including the things you might actually need. Human voices. Laughter. Someone in the next room just… breathing. These are the small sounds of frivol that remind you the world hasn't ended, even when it feels like it has. My Fort Worth penthouse has those sounds. Traffic. Sirens. The couple downstairs who fight almost every day.
Here, there's nothing. Just me and my security feeds.
I drift through the house because sitting at the dining table feels like being in a cell. 
What am I even trying to save Julia from? She can leave anytime. She has legs. The fact that she hasn't left, what does that mean? Is she trapped by obligation, fear, habit, or some toxic combo of all of it that's kept her there? 
Does she even know the horrific truth about her existence?
My phone buzzes. I grab it too fast, and that irks me.
I don’t lunge for phones like this. Except today. Today, I do.
It's not Heath. It's my assistant with a scheduling update. Three client meetings I postponed last week need rescheduling. One of the clients is getting antsy about their son's DUI situation. And the Fort Worth Business Journal wants a comment on my sabbatical.
Sabbatical. 
Come on now. Is that what we're calling my nervous breakdown?
I text back something professional but vague to each of them. Then I sit back and hate
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