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      To anyone who ever loved and hated in equal measure, balancing on that dangerous, thin line…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          THE WATCHER

        

      

    

    
      There’s nothing more beautiful than the fear in her eyes. The way the seafoam greenish blue darkens and her pupils dilate in anticipation of what’s coming next…

      But she never knows.

      Nothing she could imagine, even in her worst nightmares, can ever come close to what I’m capable of.

      It’s a magnificent game. One I’ve played brilliantly for so long that it has become second-nature for me to move the pieces around the board.

      Search for her weaknesses.

      Note them.

      Exploit them.

      Make her feel pain.

      The same kind I’ve felt for so long. Ripping, slicing, and tearing away at me. Shredding me from the inside out. Destroying everything that I once was, eviscerating who and what I could have been, until all that’s left is a hollow shell, devoid of emotion and anything else human left in me.

      Leaving only this monster.

      That’s what she made me.

      A cold, heartless, calculating monster.

      And now, her agony is my aphrodisiac.

      Witnessing it is the sole way I manage to slog daily through what people call life. It has become the sole thing that keeps me breathing and moving forward when so many times I’ve wanted to give in to that little voice inside my head that tells me it isn’t worth it to keep going on.

      Even if it will never erase the agony of my past, seeing her crumble and suffer as I have is a sweeter release than any orgasm I’ve ever had.

      Her anguish is more gloriously heartwarming than any cunt I’ve ever shoved my cock into.

      Every tear.

      Every whimper.

      Every cry to make it stop.

      All of it merely amps me up more.

      It makes me more determined and brings me closer to the culmination of my game.

      The end is in sight.

      My dream is within reach.

      All I have to do is wait for her to run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Lorelei

          

        

      

    

    
      Towering walls and fences topped with sharp metal spikes intended to keep people out line the road on each side, blocking off the view of massive estates that have occupied Cape Blackwell’s shore for centuries. Hedges and sinister, snakelike, twisting vines sprouting brightly colored flowers this time of year attempt to conceal the harsh, stark appearance of the brick and iron, but I know what lies beneath the beautiful façade.

      Evil.

      These barriers don’t just prevent people from accessing the mansions that stand proudly beyond the seemingly endless, perfectly manicured lawns and opulent gardens along the coastline.

      They serve a darker, more wicked purpose—to retain what lies within.

      All the lies, sins, and secrets of those who have occupied their hallowed halls for generations are ensconced behind a veneer of delicately scented wisteria.

      For most, they offered necessary protection.

      But for me, these walls were a prison.

      Whitley Manor was my Alcatraz—the place I thought I could never escape.

      Once I did, I certainly never thought I would willingly return to Cape Blackwell.

      The day Father sent me away to boarding school at fourteen, it felt like having my cell doors thrown open, as if I’d been given a rowboat and tossed into the churning waters to fend for myself, but at least it was freedom.

      I didn’t even look back when the gates clanged closed behind the limo he’d put me in. There wasn’t any reason to. The man who sired me wasn’t standing in front of the huge double front doors watching and waving with a tear in his eye, the way most parents would have been when watching their only child leave the only home they’d ever known to experience the world outside the insulated life they had created.

      He barely grunted an acknowledgement at me when I told him I was fully packed and leaving. His eyes never left whatever he was reading at his desk in his study. It was as if he had already forgotten. As if I didn’t exist anymore and my parting words were akin to the buzzing of a gnat in his ear when he was trying to concentrate.

      Marcelus Whitley couldn’t wait to get rid of me…and I couldn’t wait to escape from those prison walls and him.

      Yet, here I am, turning into the drive that’s still so familiar even after this time, staring up at the looming iron gates that closed behind me so definitively twenty years ago.

      They haven’t changed. Nor has the feeling that hits me knowing what lies beyond them. The same sense of foreboding shivers through my spine, and I tighten my grip on the wheel in a vain attempt to ground myself in the here and now rather than getting lost in old memories.

      He isn’t here anymore.

      I’ve been reminding myself of that the entire drive up from Boston. Trying to tamp down the panic that the thought of going home has always brought with it. Struggling with knowing what waits for me here.

      He’s gone, Lorelei.

      Get a grip.

      Taking a deep breath, I roll down my window and type in the code on the panel beside the speaker. All this time, and the old man never bothered to change it.

      Unlike the last time I was here, and they closed on a chapter of my life I would rather forget, the gates creak open in welcome now, revealing the long, tree-lined drive that leads to Whitley Manor.

      Thick tree trunks and heavy foliage offer only peeks of the colossal mansion looming in the waning daylight until I finally break free of the canopy and can see it in all its glory.

      My eyes automatically dart up and to the far left, to the window of the room I spent my entire childhood in, where I used to press my face against the glass and try to see beyond the high walls—a glimpse of freedom from the prison Father created for me.

      I’ve tried not to think of it that way on this drive because I need this house for what it was intended to be when my several-times-great-grandfather built it two centuries ago.

      A refuge.

      A safe haven.

      A place where nothing and no one could touch a Whitley within its walls.

      That’s what I desperately seek now. Somewhere I can’t be seen. Somewhere I can’t be reached. Somewhere I can’t be found. Somewhere I can hide.

      This would have been my last choice. It wasn’t even on my list of possibilities until that phone call from Father’s lawyer’s office telling me he had died.

      Marcelus Whitley’s death changed everything.

      The Manor and all the skeletons inside it are now mine…

      Swallowing back the bile burning my throat, I approach the dark house slowly, the ghosts of my childhood already banging at the door of the vault I’ve tried to lock them away in all these years.

      My current demons are enough. The last thing I need is the old ones, too.

      I stop at the top of the curved drive, directly in front of the steps that lead to the double doors, and throw the car into park, releasing a long breath.

      “He’s not here. The house is empty.”

      At least, empty of the living.

      The past will never die in Whitley Manor, only haunt those who dare step foot inside it, but I don’t have a choice anymore. That lure of potential safety finally allows me to turn off the car, step out, grab the two suitcases from the trunk that contain everything I own, and approach the doors when the decades of avoidance want me to run screaming in the other direction.

      The familiar twin golden lion knockers sit squarely in the middle of each heavy wooden door. As a child, I always loved them. I pretended they were Aslan and that the world beyond the doors was Narnia, not the real one I had to live in. But now, they seem to stare at me with judgmental eyes, as if they know my secrets and why I’m really here.

      Not because I wanted to come home. Not because Father died. Not even because I inherited this place. Only because there were no other options.

      Avoiding their gazes, I reach into my purse and pull out the old skeleton key that unlocks these doors and every interior one—an antiquated piece of history Father refused to replace with something more updated.

      For good reason.

      He knew what gives me some sense of relief now.

      That this key is one of only two that can access the house—and the other is safely in the hands of the sole person I’ve ever really trusted.

      The small piece of metal sits heavy in my hand with the weight of everything that has happened behind these doors and with what opening them means.

      I’ve lost the battle of wills.

      The old man may be dead, but he always said I would come crawling back. And he was right.

      I’ve been beaten down, battered by life, and this place is my only potential salvation.

      My hand trembles inserting the key into the hole and turning it.

      Click.

      In the quiet evening, it makes me flinch. A learned response to years of hearing it. Something I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to untrain from my brain because it was the sound of my prison being secured.

      But now I welcome what it will mean once I’m inside it again.

      I hold my breath, grasp the handle, and push into Whitley Manor for the first time in two decades.

      The scent of ancient wood, old, expensive leather, the lemon cleaner Eliza always favored, and a faint hint of cigar smoke I’ve always associated with the man who ruled his empire from this fortress hits me.

      I’ve always heard that smells are the strongest triggers for memories, but I never believed it until this very moment. They invade my lungs while all the memories I’ve tried so hard to keep buried come barreling to the forefront of my brain.

      My legs wobble slightly as I step into the grand foyer beneath the massive crystal chandelier. I reach for the switch on the wall and flick it up.

      Light reflects brilliantly across the white Italian marble tile beneath my feet and off the rich mahogany twin staircases and railings that wind up to the second-floor landing.

      I nudge the door closed behind me and turn the lock. The click is almost deafening in the deathly silence of Whitley Manor, and despite my best efforts not to, I flinch again.

      It seems fitting considering why I’m here.

      The old man is dead, and so is my life outside these doors.

      All the reasons I was happy to leave so long ago rush back, tightening my chest as I move deeper into the house, leaving my bags sitting on the golden lion inlaid in the rotunda floor. The Whitley family crest proudly displayed where anyone walking in can see a statement of whose den you’re entering the moment that door closes behind you.

      I slide the key back into my purse and set it on the small marble table in the foyer before I face my past. But it seems I have to face myself in the mirror hanging on the wall in front of me first.

      The person staring back at me might as well be a complete stranger.

      She looks nothing like the young girl who fled this house, nor the strong, confident, put-together woman I was only a few months ago. All that bright vibrancy my eyes and pale blond hair used to hold has disappeared, stripped away by everything life has thrown at me lately.

      And now, it has thrown me back here.

      I draw in a steadying breath and turn to face the Manor.

      Each step I take through the darkness enveloping the halls tightens that coil of unease and dread wrapped around my spine.

      There was always someone here when I was growing up.

      Father rarely left his office at the rear of the house overlooking the water, choosing to work from there rather than maintain an office in the city like most people with homes here. And even if he was out at a meeting or dinner schmoozing someone important, one of the staff was always around, working in the kitchen or endlessly cleaning the dozens of rooms that needed constant attention to avoid a layer of dust accumulating on everything.

      The old man has only been dead for a few days, and already, it has begun to build up on the tables, vases, and edges of picture frames.

      Eliza would lose her shit if she saw the place like this…

      She always ran a tight ship, ensuring the household and all the employees within it were operating like a well-oiled machine.

      The mere thought of the woman who was more like a mother than the woman who gave birth to me makes tears burn in my eyes. I try to blink them away, but all it does is make them fall down my cheeks and unleashes the deluge I’ve been holding back the entire drive.

      Longer than that…

      If I were being honest with myself, this breakdown has been coming for far longer. But I haven’t been in a long time. I can’t be.

      It would mean admitting everything has fallen apart, that my life has crumbled, and I’ve had to run back to the one place I swore I’d never return.

      But now that I’m here, there isn’t any more pretending things are fine.

      I wander the halls and rooms downstairs, weaving through the opulent furniture in the sitting room, past the grand fireplace that still holds the portrait of Grandfather proudly above it, then through the deserted dining room. The long table stands empty now, clear of the massive feasts and priceless bone China and silverware that typically decorated its length.

      Memories of countless dinner parties I was forced to endure here flicker through my head. The booms of laughter from Father’s friends who’d had far too much to drink before we even sat down. The flighty giggles from their much younger wives who knew how to play their roles. The looks of pity tossed my way by the staff as they bustled in and out, serving the table without recognition.

      God knows I won’t ever use this…

      I trail my finger through the faint dust, writing the words I was never able to say to him when he was alive:

      
        
        FUCK YOU.

      

      

      It’s cathartic and not nearly enough at the same time.

      But knowing the man is probably burning in Hell right now helps dry my tears.

      I push through the swinging door to the kitchen to find it as pristine as it was always kept, and I can’t help but smile through my tears, picturing Eliza doing one final cleaning in here before she left.

      As great as it would have been to see a familiar, friendly face when I arrived, I understood her need to leave. When Father died, I wasn’t sure I would come back. If things had gone differently, I would have sold this old place and run off with the dough to start a new life.

      But I had no choice but to come back.

      And not just to close out the estate paperwork with Father’s lawyer.

      Because this is the one place no one can reach me.

      The one place I’m safe…behind these prison walls.

      I stroll back into the foyer and grasp the railing, staring at the darkened winding staircases. A smile tugs at my lips remembering sliding down the highly polished wood, but it instantly vanishes at the echo of Father’s furious scream when he witnessed it.

      My grip tightens as I shake off the memory and step up. The second tread creaks under my foot—just as it always has—and I move past it, watching above me, half expecting him to appear like an apparition at the landing, waiting to tear into me for some perceived transgression.

      A flash of movement in the shadows above causes me to stagger, my foot slipping as I topple forward, only my hold on the railing keeping me from faceplanting on the Persian rug runner.

      My breath catches, my heart thundering behind my ribcage as something shifts in the darkness near the top step.

      Whatthefuck?

      Another shift in the shadows has me retreating a step…

      Then another.

      A form materializes through the gloom, and my scream slips from my lips before I can bite it back. It reverberates through the rotunda, off the marble floors, and I stumble back again as whoever—whatever—it is advances to the top of the stairs.

      “Lor?”

      The familiar voice floats to me softly, instantly soothing all my frayed nerves with something as simple as my name.

      “Eliza?”

      She rushes down the stairs toward me as a sob tears from deep in my chest. Her embrace cocoons me before I can even get a word out, the same arms that comforted me the first fourteen years of my life once again giving me solace I haven’t found anywhere else since.

      The sobs continue to come, and I bury my face against her shoulder. Her hand smooths up and down my back, her soft shhs enough to break through the fog of turmoil swirling around me.

      I swallow through the emotion clogging my throat and tug my head back slightly. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

      Even twenty years later, she still offers me the same kind smile, one so genuine that absolutely no one could question it. Her now-wrinkled hands push my untamed blond hair behind my ears, and she presses a kiss to my forehead. “Oh, sweetheart. The lawyer told me you were coming back today, so I wanted to put fresh sheets on your bed and get everything else ready for you.”

      “But…”­—I fight my trembling bottom lip—“but they told me you quit.”

      She grins, but there is a sadness beneath it. “It was time for me to retire, anyway. I only stayed on as long as I did because your father paid well and was utterly helpless on his own.”

      A laugh slips out from my chest at how true that statement is, and I squeeze her tightly.  “I am so happy to see you.”

      “Me, too, dear.” She pats my back, then slips out of my hold and takes my hand to lead me up the stairs to the second floor. “I got you set up in your old room, unless you’d rather move into the master.”

      Another shudder rolls through me at the thought of sleeping in Father’s old bed.

      “God no. My old room is fine.”

      Familiar.

      Safe.

      “You’re meeting with the lawyer tomorrow?”

      I nod as I allow Eliza to lead me down the hall that hasn’t changed at all in two decades to the open door to my childhood room.  She steps in and flips on the light, illuminating the four-poster bed with gauzy drapes I slept in so many nights.

      “Wow…” I scan the room, taking in the same heavy, expensive antique furniture and décor, completely untouched. “Nothing has changed.”

      Even as I say the words, I know they aren’t true.

      Appearances mean nothing—yet they mean everything here.

      That dichotomy has always bothered me, and now that I’m back in Cape Blackwell, I’m sure the truth of it will only grow harder to ignore.

      Eliza squeezes my hand and releases it. “The lawyer told me they mailed you your father’s key. I’ll give you mine tonight so you can tell the lawyers that you now possess all the copies. I’ve set out fresh towels and stocked your en suite, as well as gathered a small grocery order that I put in the kitchen, but you will probably need to do a larger one soon.”

      Those fucking tears I fought off downstairs well again, and I swipe them away, turning to face her where she still stands just inside the door. “Thank you…” I choke on a sob. “You didn’t have to do any of this.”

      Her own eyes shimmer, the pale gray holding so many unspoken words I know a professional like her will never say, even if she desperately wants to. She was always paid well because she knew her job and knew how to keep her mouth shut—even now. “Yes, I did. I couldn’t bear the thought of you coming back here to stale sheets and an empty house.”

      I nod, biting my lip to keep another sob from erupting. “I…uh…” Clenching my fists so tightly that my nails bite into my palms, I struggle to find the right words to express what I’m feeling, but I know that no amount of contemplation or time will allow me to find them. “I’m glad you’re going to be free of this place. Free of him.”

      She offers a sad smile, twisting her hands in front of her nervously. “It was time.”

      For so many things…

      “After I meet with the lawyer and finalize the estate, I’m going to make sure you’re taken care of, Eliza.”

      Her eyes widen slightly, and she shakes her head. “No, Lor. You don’t owe me anything. Your father paid me very well.”

      “I owe you everything…”

      My voice breaks, and I choke back the complete meltdown I know will happen the moment I’m alone in this place.

      She shakes her head again, her gray hair that used to be so black floating around her face. “You don’t. I loved my time with you and would do it all again in a heartbeat.” Her throat works on a swallow. “Have you…spoken with your mother?”

      I cringe and pace over to the windows overlooking the vast expanse of the front lawn that terminates at the high walls I drove past on my way in. “I’ve tried calling a few times since the lawyer’s office got in touch with me about Father, but she’s supposedly somewhere on a yacht with her current boyfriend and doesn’t have good reception.” Glancing back at Eliza, I offer a tight smile I don’t need to explain to her. “The secretary I’ve been speaking with said she was able to get ahold of her the day after he died but the call dropped and she hasn’t been able to reach her since then.”

      Eliza purses her lips. A look I know all too well. It so often crossed her face when Mother was the topic of conversation while I was growing up. “Hmm. Well, I can’t say I’m surprised, but I do wish someone was here with you, even if it isn’t her.”

      “I’ll be okay.”

      At least, that’s what I keep telling myself, hoping it will be true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Lorelei

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment Eliza leaves, I flip the lock into place with a trembling hand. I so badly wanted her to ask her to stay, to keep taking care of this house and me, to continue with the job she’s been doing for decades—keeping the Whitleys and their secrets safe.

      But I can’t expect that sweet woman to give up her retirement and time she’ll now have with her children and grandchildren to stay and hold my hand like she did when I was younger.

      No matter how badly I might need someone to do it, I have to face the darkness and all the reasons I left this place. I have to push all of it aside so I can focus on what is important now.

      So instead of begging Eliza to stay, I’ll just remember what she always told me as a child—there isn’t anything lurking in the shadows. There are no monsters.

      I believed her back then.

      Now, I know that isn’t true.

      There are monsters out there…

      The kind who can sneak up on you and attack for no reason, who can eviscerate your life and send you running to the last place you want to be.

      My eyes drift toward the window beside the door, and to the heavy foliage that surrounds the house, straining to see beyond it to the thick walls I came home for, but it’s far too dark to get the affirmation I so badly need right now. And the longer I stare out into the dark, the more the movement of the leaves and every shadow start to morph into something else.

      I truly thought being inside the Manor would be enough to quell my frantic terror, but I need more.

      More reassurance.

      And even though I know I shouldn’t bother trying, I pull my phone from my pocket and place the call.

      It rings several times before she answers. “Lor? Honey, is that you?”

      I release a relieved breath as I settle onto the bottom step. “Mom?”

      The line crackles loudly, and her words come garbled and cut off. “The boat—Stavros—next week—not sure⁠—”

      “Mom? Mom, I can’t hear you. You’re cutting out. If you can hear me”—tears well in my eyes again—“I’m…home.” The word tightens my chest. “I’m meeting with the attorney tomorrow. Please, call me back on a better connection.” I gulp down a sob. “I need—I need you.”

      In my thirty-plus years on this planet, I’ve never said those words to anyone. Especially not her. But so much has happened.

      I’m teetering on the edge of a breakdown I’m not sure I can escape.

      And even though I know better than to expect anything from the woman who gave birth to me, there is still a part of me deep down that wants to believe that somewhere inside her is the tiniest flicker of a real mother.

      I wait for any reply, but when it doesn’t come, I pull the phone away from my ear to find the line already disconnected.

      “Shit.”

      No matter how badly I want to pretend I don’t care, the same disappointment and hollowness that always consumes me when it comes to her hits hard.

      I toss my phone onto the step beside me and bury my face in my hands, allowing myself a few brief seconds to fall apart before I have to get my shit together again.

      Just ten seconds to cry.

      Ten seconds to feel sorry for myself.

      Ten seconds to dwell on what I’ve lost.

      Ten seconds to crumble.

      Tears fall, mixing with broken sobs.

      10.

      Like I did inside these walls as a child, I cry.

      9.

      I let it all out.

      8.

      All the frustration and loss.

      7.

      The fear and anxiety.

      6.

      The questions that don’t have answers.

      5.

      It flows from me fully for the first time since this all started.

      4.

      But there is one person I refuse to cry for.

      3.

      Father won’t get a single drop.

      2.

      I won’t waste them on him.

      1.

      Time’s up.

      Drawing in a long, deep breath, I rein in my emotions. I snag my phone, shove it back into my pocket, and push to my feet with renewed purpose.

      Just go.

      Before I even hit the road to return to Cape Blackwell, I knew what I would have to do when I got to the Manor.

      I step into the hallway that leads to the rear of the house, to the one room I wish I could avoid forever. But I won’t truly feel safe here until I face what lies beyond the heavy door now in front of me.

      Father’s study…

      I grasp the knob and turn it, but it’s locked.

      Of course, it is.

      Even dead, the man must control everything the same way he did when he was still breathing.

      What I ate…

      What I wore…

      Who I was allowed to be friends with…

      Where I was permitted to go…

      He kept me on a tight leash and had no problem yanking on it when he thought he needed to bring me to heel again. Just as he did with everyone he ever came in contact with.

      I’m sure once his body was removed, Eliza ensured this door was locked again—as he always demanded it be.

      One final act in service of the man who employed her for over four decades.

      I fish the key she returned before she left out of my pocket, slide it into the lock, and turn until I hear the click. Nudging the door open feels like stepping into King Tut’s tomb—a cursed place. I was never allowed to enter this room as a child, save for the occasions he called me in to tear into me about some perceived impertinent behavior.

      Anything that might embarrass him or taint the Whitley name became a reason to bring me to tears.

      This room holds nothing but terrible memories of lectures and “lessons” I had to learn—but it also has the one thing I desperately need.

      The fact that he died in here is fitting.

      It was always his space, where he ruled his empire and plotted ways to expand it, no matter the cost or harm it would cause anyone else. Marcelus Whitley was nothing if not focused on his goals, at the expense of what was right.

      A heart attack…

      I never knew the man even had one in his barrel chest, let alone that it could be the reason he finally kicked the bucket. All this time, I truly thought he’d live forever.

      I’ve never been happier to be proven wrong in my entire life…

      The world is better off without him.

      I am better off.

      The damage he did, what he turned me into, can’t easily be undone, no matter how much I may try to make amends and turn the scars he left me with into something positive.

      Stepping into his inner sanctum used to be its own form of torture, but it isn’t as intimidating as I remember it being as a child. Still cold and oppressive, but without the man behind the desk, it is also just a room.

      Floor-to-ceiling shelves lining both side walls still hold Father’s priceless book collection. Hundreds of first editions and rare volumes he spent a fortune on during his lifetime.

      I was never allowed to touch them, though.

      They were too valuable. Too important. Too precious to him to share with his only daughter.

      Without even thinking, I lift my hand and run my fingers across the spines. Ancient leather. Old woven cloth. Some that merely have the binding board left due to their age.

      That simple act of defiance against a dead man shouldn’t fill my chest with so much pride and excitement, but those feelings grow the farther I move into the study.

      I reach the small round table situated between the two huge, overstuffed leather armchairs and trail my fingers across another of Father’s most prized possessions—his antique chess board.

      Older than even this house, the hand-carved set was always a conversation piece and source of pride for him. Because he always did love playing games—especially with people’s lives—but there was something about chess that showed what a calculating, dangerous villain he really could be.

      Sitting in here with his friends and business acquaintances, sipping expensive scotch, he would use this board to make moves he couldn’t outright in the business world or his personal life. To corner them. To bring them to their knees and force them to admit defeat. Then he would strike with what he really wanted from them. And the fact that I was never particularly interested in playing or learning the complicated, precise moves necessary to win always infuriated him to no end.

      Now, a single white pawn stands apart from the otherwise orderly row—at E4.

      Always Father’s starting move.

      Almost as if before he died, he began a game.

      Or maybe his ghost still haunts this place and moved it…

      A shiver rolls through me at the thought.

      It would be like him to never let go of Whitley Manor and the people in it, even in death. Haunting these walls forever would certainly be in his playbook.

      But I won’t let him win so easily.

      I make my countermove—shifting the black pawn to E5. “Your move, Old Man…”

      My voice sounds hollow, devoid of any emotion when, in reality, I’m struggling not to be overcome by it. A complicated, murky and volatile mix of anger, fear, and regret war for superiority the farther I move toward the massive desk in front of the bay window overlooking the back lawn and dark water beyond it.

      I run my hand over the thick, luxurious leather of the chair behind Father’s desk and slide into it, finally seeing the view he had all those years.

      His throne.

      It’s easy to envision myself standing on the other side of this thick, highly polished slab of mahogany. A pre-teen girl in her school uniform, shifting uneasily on my feet as he tore into me for being caught smoking in the lavatory with my friends.

      It was terrifying then, and the memory of one of our “talks” is enough for that regret at being forced back here to come roaring back. But the knowledge that what was once my prison may be my only refuge allows me to push it away and refocus on why I came here.

      I scan the desktop.

      As always, there isn’t any clutter. Father hated when things weren’t perfectly tucked away in the proper places.

      Only a single black envelope sits in the center of it. Releasing a huff, I snatch it up and tear open the back, pulling the luxurious cardstock from inside.

      A familiar name is stamped at the top—Markham.

      Shit.

      It’s that time of year.

      The invitation to their annual fundraiser must have come after Father’s death, and Eliza placed it in here knowing I would find it. But I’m not ready to consider all the potential obligations I might now face as the last remaining Whitley. I’m back in this house for one reason and in this room for one very distinct purpose.

      I toss the invitation back on the desk, reach down to the bottom drawer on the right, and tug on it.

      But it doesn’t budge.

      “Fuck.”

      I should have known he wouldn’t leave it unlocked, which puts a huge damper on my plans.

      Scanning the room, my eyes land on the fire poker next to the fireplace. I never would have considered breaking into Father’s desk when he was alive, but with
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