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To all those who believe that fate has forsaken you, let this book give you hope. Hope that no matter what has happened to you in life that fate has a plan for you, just be patient.

Thanks 
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I’d like to take a moment to thank my research advisor on prosthetics, Derek Weida. He was awesome enough to answer all my crazy questions. Thank you to my beautiful model featured on the back cover Jenna May, you couldn’t ask for a better muse for this book. To my editor who loves me so much that she has learned to ignore my faults and fix them without complaint. For everyone who has been behind this series, thank you for rooting for all these characters. Thank you all from the bottom of my heart, without all of you I wouldn’t be here doing this.
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Prologue
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The house is quiet, eerily quiet; the house was too damn quiet for four in the afternoon. I’d just gotten home from school; my mom was usually there waiting for me at the door, but not that day. When I walked through the door, it smelled like a room full of pennies; I had no idea it was something far worse.

“Mom, I’m home!” No response, nothing, complete silence.

The door was unlocked so someone should be home. Maybe they were out back working in Mom’s garden. I walked through the kitchen towards the back door when I noticed blood on the counter next to the sink. I think to myself, “maybe someone got hurt and they went to the ER, they should have left me a note or something.” Looking around, I don’t find one which is odd because my mom is the note writing queen.

While I wait for them, I decide to go to my room and start my homework. I made my way towards the hallway. That’s when I saw the blood on the walls leading to the living room, I kept thinking that’s odd, because mom is a stickler for bandaging us up so we don’t get blood all over the house. I look down on the floor and see more blood staining the carpet leading towards the living room.

As I walked towards the living room, it feels like time has slowed to a crawl, like I’m a lifeguard on Baywatch or something. I see my mom, she’s behind the couch in a pool of blood, and I race to her side. Her eyes stare straight through me, all the life in them gone. Running to the phone, I dialed 911.

“911 operator, what’s your emergency?” She sounds so calm on the other end of the phone but I’ve lost my voice, I can’t seem to talk.

“My....my....” I start to sob into the phone; I can’t even finish my sentence.

“Has something happened sir? Do you need assistance?” Her voice is still so calm; I don’t understand how she can be so calm when my mom is lying on the floor dead.

“She’s dead.....my mom she’s dead.” I get at least that much out.

“Stay on the phone with me please. Can you tell me how she died? Is there someone in the house with you?” I hear her questions, and I realize I don’t know where my brother or my sister is. Dropping the phone, I race around the house looking for them. They aren’t in the living room with my mom; I pray they are safe upstairs in bed, that whoever did this to my mom didn’t get to them too. I can hear the operator yelling at me from the phone, but all I can think about is finding James and Jenna.

“James! Jenna! Where are you?” I start down the hallway towards their rooms, still praying they are safe. Opening Jenna’s door, I see her room is empty; I breathe a sigh of relief and head to James’s room. The door is slightly ajar so I just push it the rest of the way, I see them holding each other on the bed that’s soaked in their blood. Falling to my knees, I scream at the sight in front of me, and then I hear the police come through the front door. How could someone do this to such small children? They were only three years old! My screams must have brought the police upstairs because the next thing I know I’m being pulled downstairs by an officer.

He’s talking to me, but I don’t hear him; all I can think of is my little brother and sister lying in that bed, dead. How could this have happened to us? We live in a decent neighborhood, we don’t bother anyone, and we never caused trouble. Who could have done something so vile, so heinous?

“Son, son, answer me, do you know who did this to your family? Where’s your father?” It’s the police officer; he’s trying to get me to answer his questions, but I can’t focus. He shakes me slightly causing me to look at him.

“I....I don’t know....I just got home from school. I thought they were at the ER.....” That’s all I can seem to say to him so he leaves me to sit in the kitchen while other police officers swarm the house. I realize someone needs to call my dad; he’s probably on his way home from work, but maybe I can catch him before he leaves the office. Getting up to grab the phone, I’m stopped by one of the officers.

“Sorry son, you can’t touch anything. We need to dust everything for fingerprints.” He’s sympathetic as he leads me outside and into the back of one of the cruisers.

“My dad, I need to call my dad.....he’s supposed to be home soon.” He tells me to stay in the cruiser until someone comes to get me, so I sit and wait. Looking down at my hands, I can see my mom’s blood on them, I rub them trying to get it off. It feels like hours pass as people run in and out of my house, snapping pictures, removing things, and finally I watched as they took first my little brother and sister out and then my mom to the waiting van. I look at my watch and it's well past six; my dad should have been home by now. What if whoever did this got him too? I’m about to get up and tell someone when a shadow falls over me, looking up I see a lady in a pants suit standing in front of me.

“Hello, I’m Ms. Stevens, I’m with social services. Can you tell me how old you are?” Why was she here? My dad would be home soon and we’d stay some place together.

“My dad will be home soon, I’m sure we’ll stay together somewhere. Has anyone been able to get ahold of him? He should already be home.” She stoops down in front of me, to look me in the eyes.

“Your father is in custody, and until things get straightened out with him, we’ll need to find you some place to stay. Now please tell me how old you are.” I didn’t understand why my dad was in custody, he could never hurt my mom much less my brother or sister; they were his pride and joy.

“I’m sixteen; I’ll be seventeen in another month ma’am. Can you tell me why my dad is in custody?” She pulls out her notebook and starts writing without answering my question. I’m numb, my mom, little sister and brother were all gone, while my dad was in custody; I was alone, all alone. I sat there in the police car while Ms. Stevens wrote in her little notebook until one of the officers said it was time to go.

“They’re going to take you downtown to ask you some questions, don’t worry its standard stuff, I’ll see you when you get done.” I slid into the back seat as the police officer shut the door. Watching my house disappear behind us, I realize my life, as I knew it, had just changed.

When I got to the police station, they asked me for my clothes and handed me some sweats to change into. “Why do you need my clothes?” The officers were very nice to me as they explained I had DNA evidence on my clothes that would tell the forensic guys more about what happened in my house, I nodded and changed into the sweats, putting my clothes in the brown paper bag they provided. Then some cute girl, who looked only a little older than I did, came in to scrape my nails; I wasn’t sure what kind of information they could get from my fingernails, but if it caught the asshole who murdered my mom and siblings, I’d survive.

“Where’s my dad, they said he was in custody? Can you tell me what’s going on?” She shook her head and left me in the cold room with the two-way mirror, alone, I was all alone. I laid my head against the cool metal of the table, I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I knew some big burly cop was slamming the door shut. He walked with an air of indifference and sat across from me.

“Son you wanna tell me what happened back there in your house?” He wanted answers I didn’t have. I wish I did; I’d kill whoever did that to my family. 

“I.....I came home from school.....and...” I can’t finish my sentence. I start to sob again as I remember the lifeless eyes of my mother; how I knew she’d never smile at me again, or tease me, or send me to my room, she wouldn’t be doing anything ever again. The officer seems to soften and comes over to hug me while I sob. I’m being such a baby, I know that but I can’t help it. I need to be strong for them, I’ll be strong for them, so when they look down on me from heaven they can be proud of me.

“Just start from the beginning son and we’ll piece it all together, alright.” He walks back over to the other side of the table and waits patiently for me to begin.

“I knew something was off when I got there, my mom always meets me at the door, she’s never missed a day. I thought maybe her and the munches, that’s what I call my brother and sister, anyway I thought maybe they were outside working in mom’s garden.” I’m fiddling with my nails, wondering if they got everything they needed from them.

“Then what happened Doug?” He doesn’t seem so menacing anymore, more like a big teddy bear trying to give me the only kind of comfort he can under the circumstances.

“I was going to go out back to look for them when I noticed there was blood in the kitchen, like someone had cut themselves real bad, so then I thought one of the munches got hurt, you know, and they went to the hospital. I decided to wait in my room for them to get home, and that’s when I saw the blood along the walls leading into the living room. That’s when I saw....” I can’t say it, I can’t bring myself to say it, if I say it then it’s too real, I can’t deal with that shit right now. The cop seems to understand because he doesn’t push me to say it either.

“Doug, I’m Officer Cordova, I was one of the first ones on the scene today, I need to ask you some questions and you answer them the best way you can, alright.” I nod.

“Good. Do you know who killed your family?” I shake my head but he tells me I need to speak the words.

“No sir, I don’t....I don’t know who would ever want to hurt my mom let alone my munches.” God, I missed them so much already. What was I going to do without them?

“Your stepfather, did he ever hit your mother? Maybe push her around?” What in the hell was he talking about my stepfather? My dad was Dad not my stepfather. The look of shock was clear on my face.

“I take it by that look you didn’t know he wasn’t your father, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize. Derrick Novak isn’t your father, from what he says, your mother apparently married him when you were about two. He claims to not know who your biological father is.” I’m shaking, I’m not Doug Novak, I’m nobody, no one, I’m more alone than I thought. Officer Cordova once again comes around to hold me until I stop shaking.

“He never hit my mom, I wouldn’t have let that happen, I loved her too much to let anyone hit her, I would’ve killed him.” I meant it too, if he’d ever laid a finger on her I’d have broken him, I wasn’t a big guy but I would have found a way. My mom was an angel, or maybe she wasn’t since she’d kept the truth from him all these years. No, she was still an angel, she’d clearly made that decision to protect him, and she must have had good reasons.

“Alright, alright, did they ever argue, maybe yell at each other?” I’m not sure what this guy is getting at. Does he think my dad, I mean Derrick, killed them? Why would he have done that?

“They argued sometimes like normal couples I guess, money, me, the munches, you know typical stuff. When do I get to see him? Does he even want to see me?” Cordova seems uneasy, like I’ve asked him the fifty million dollar question or something.

“Doug, that’s not going to be possible, he’s under arrest. They are booking him now, he confessed right before I came in here. I’m sorry to tell you this, but he’s the one that murdered your mom and siblings.” I’m in complete shock, my life in the blink of an eye had been thrown upside down; I was alone.

“Why? What did they ever do to deserve what he did to them? My brother and sister were just.....they were just little kids, I don’t understand.” My head slams against the table one, two, three times before Cordova is there pulling me back holding me to his chest, and I break, everything in me breaks. I can’t catch my breath, I want to curl up in a ball and die, I just want to be with my mom, James, and Jenna. As my sorrow flows out of me something else surfaces, anger, hatred, and loathing for the man I called Dad for so many years, I’d make sure he paid with his life for this. Cordova seems to notice my posture change because he gets in my face close enough that I can smell the coffee on his breath.

“Now you listen to me young man, I know you’re hurting; I know you want vengeance or revenge, but you need to let the law do its job. Your mom wouldn’t want you to ruin your life because of him; she’d want you to do something to make her proud of you, think long and hard about that. Now your caseworker is waiting outside to take you to your new foster home, keep your head down, study hard, and graduate; I’ll be checking on you.” He was right my mom would smack me in the back of the head for the thoughts that had just run through my mind, I didn’t know what the future held, but I’d make damn sure I’d make her proud. I didn’t believe Cordova would really check on me, figured he probably told that to all the kids he ran into, either way it made me feel better knowing he cared even a little.

He escorted me out of the room and introduced me again to my caseworker, Ms. Stevens. “Angela, I want to know where he’s going so I can check up on him.” I was shocked; he actually meant what he’d said back there.

“Now Greg, you know better than that, I can’t give you his information.” He wasn’t taking no for an answer from her, pulling her a few feet away from me to talk to her. Whatever he said had her blushing and agreeing to let him know where I was going. Shaking my hand and giving me one of his business cards, he said he’d be seeing me and to remember what he’d said. I was exhausted and all I could do was nod in response.

“Come on Doug; let’s go get you situated in your new home. It’s late so don’t expect much of a welcome.” Ms. Stevens seemed like a nice lady. She wasn’t overly friendly, but I guessed in her job you couldn’t really afford to be. I followed her down to her car and we headed out to who knew where.

“What about my things, the clothes and stuff at my house? When will I get those?” She looked over at me in the front seat; she seemed to be contemplating something.

“Well that stuff stays there until they finish the investigation, after that I’m not sure exactly. Maybe they’ll tell you once your stepfather's trial is over.” She didn’t sound sure about what she was saying, like she’d never dealt with anything like this before. I guess it was a wait and see kind of thing, and I decided to drop it. We drove for over an hour until we were out of the city. She found a dirt road that seemed to go on forever, how she found it in the dark I didn’t know. Finally, the road ended and I realized it wasn’t a road but a driveway, because sitting in front of us was an old farm house.  All the lights were off but I could still make out the size; it was impressive. 

“Alright Doug, come on now and meet your new foster family.” I’m nervous, I don’t know how I’m supposed to act. “Take a breath, Bernice doesn’t bite I promise; she takes in our teenage boys. She needs the help around the ranch, and they get a good roof over their heads, it’s a good arrangement.” Great, so now I’m slave labor, is that how this is going to work, just then the porch light flicked on and an older lady stepped out the screen door.

Two weeks later was their funeral, between the coroner being backed up and gathering all the evidence the district attorney needed they’d just released the bodies two days ago. My stepfather's family planned the funeral, I had zero say in the matter, I won’t lie; it bothered me. Officer Cordova took me to the funeral, he stood true to his word he kept up with how I was doing, stopping by the farm every few days.

Officer Cordova walked with me to the caskets, his hand on my shoulder the whole way for comfort. “You can say goodbye now or we can wait ‘til everyone leaves if you want, son. You don’t have to do it in front of all these people is all I’m saying.” He actually gave a shit about my feelings unlike the people I once called family standing by the caskets shaking hands, accepting condolences; they all ignored me. I wanted to scream, but I knew my mom would be disappointed in me if I did. 

“I’m fine, I’ll say goodbye here, thanks for coming with me Officer Cordova.”

“Call me Greg, son.” He squeezed my shoulder in reassurance as I stepped up to say goodbye to the three people I loved most in the world one last time. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Derrick’s family sneer at me, like it was somehow my fault that my stepdad had murdered my family, I refused to let them ruin the moment for me. 

I approached my mom first, she looked like she was peacefully sleeping, I knew better though. “Mom, I miss you, I promise to make you proud...I’ll always make you proud.” Walking over to my brother and sister, I can’t get over how tiny their coffins are, they look like the angels they are now, tranquil, together, I wished I could hug them one last time. “James, Jenna, you take care of my mom, she’s with you forever, try not to drive her crazy please.” I step back and head over to “the family” to offer my sympathies, or whatever the hell I’m supposed to do; Greg sticks with me like white on rice, his presence is comforting.

“I see you made it Doug.” My aunt Julia, who wasn’t my aunt anymore, sneered at
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