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      There’s no turning back now. 

      I’m already at the mansion gates. The wrought-iron frame reaches up toward the sky like a skeleton hand, looking ominous against the gray sky. 

      The gargoyles perched on the stone pillars on either side of the gates seem to follow me with their gaze as I approach. 

      I press the button for the intercom. 

      “Hello?” I say. 

      I hear the sound of deep breathing on the other end. 

      “I’m Emma. I’m here for the nanny interview?” 

      There aren’t any cameras here, but I still get the feeling of being watched by someone. Or something. A shiver passes down my spine. 

      It feels like a warning—that I should leave before it’s too late. 

      I consider heading back inside the warmth of my car when the crunch of gravel catches my attention. A sleek black Benz emerges from the driveway. A tall man in a dark suit steps out of the car.

      The gates finally click open. 

      “Hello, Miss Turner,” he says. “My name is William. I’m here to escort you to the mansion.” 

      “Oh, that’s okay,” I say, pointing at the old Civic behind me. “I have a car.” 

      “Outside vehicles are not permitted beyond the gates, I’m afraid,” he says. 

      The gargoyles seem to be watching me, waiting to see what I’ll do. 

      I’m way out of my element here. This house is all dark elegance and old money. I don’t belong in places like this. I don’t belong with these people. 

      But I’m here for a reason. 

      And I can’t leave without at least showing up for the interview. 

      “Okay,” I say, stepping forward. 

      William helps me into the car and closes the door after me. The dark leather interiors are a stark contrast to the torn upholstery of my own car. 

      The engine purrs to life underneath me, vibrating like a quiet beast. 

      I hold my breath as we enter the driveway. The twisted branches of the overhanging trees have formed a canopy, making it even darker and colder. It feels like we’ve entered an endless tunnel that’s a portal to another world. 

      When we emerge from the driveway, I see Sinclair mansion for the first time. 

      It’s a Gothic stone structure that has stood the test of time. Overgrown ivy spills down the walls, cloaking the mansion in its embrace. 

      We drive around the circular basin of the fountain. Two stone dragons come into view. They appear to be mid-flight with their wings spread. The fountain releases a fine mist, giving it a moody, fog-like atmosphere. Lily pads float in the water below. 

      The car comes to a stop. 

      I rip my gaze from the fountain when the front doors open. A girl comes flying down the marble stairs, clutching a folder to her chest. From the way she’s dressed, I assume she was also here for the interview. 

      A guard steps forward and pulls the car door open for me. I climb out onto the gravel.

      The girl is headed in my direction, but her eyes are glued to the ground. She looks on the verge of tears. 

      I should probably mind my own business, but something compels me to step in the girl’s path. 

      “Hey, are you okay?” I ask.

      She stops walking and lifts her gaze toward me. A tremor runs through her slender frame as she swipes the tears from her lashes. 

      “Are you here for the nanny position?” she asks. When I nod, she says quietly, “Don’t go inside. It’s not worth it.” 

      Without waiting for my response, she heads toward another parked car. I stare at her until she disappears from view. 

      Her words echo in my head as I walk up the marble stairs. 

      I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t absolutely have to. 

      I step over the threshold and into the mansion. A heavy feeling sinks into my bones. People talk in Ravenwood. I’ve heard whispers about the master of the house.

      Klaus Sinclair. 

      They say he’s a recluse. An arrogant, wealthy snob. A monster.

      And I’m about to head into the monster’s den. 

      A curvy woman in a purple skirt suit greets me at the bottom of a sweeping staircase.

      “What’s your name, sweetheart?” she asks. 

      “Emma,” I say. “Emma Turner.”

      She flicks her pen against the notepad she’s holding. 

      “Come with me.” She heads up the stairs. I follow her, trying not to gawk at all the luxury around me. 

      The inside of the mansion is hauntingly beautiful, almost otherworldly. But at the same time, something about it is unsettling. It feels like it’s alive and trying to tell me something. 

      “I’m Helena, by the way,” she says, breaking the dark pattern of my thoughts. “I’m the head housekeeper.” 

      “Nice to meet you, Helena,” I say, smiling at her. 

      “You were sent by Hendricks Agency, right?” she asks. 

      “Yes, I was.” 

      “Victoria and I go way back.” 

      “You know Mrs. Hendricks?” 

      “Sure do,” she says. “Both of us grew up in Ravenwood. We even went to the same high school.” 

      She smiles at me, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. She seems troubled by something. 

      We reach the top of the staircase. 

      “Can I ask you something?” I say. 

      “Of course.” 

      “What happened to the kid’s parents?” 

      Her entire demeanor shifts. Her face hardens before she turns away from me. 

      “It was a car accident,” she says. 

      The entire town knows about the car accident. An early morning jogger found the car. It was damaged beyond repair, but there were no bodies found. The case mystified even the police. 

      One of the two people in the car was Seraphina Sinclair, Klaus Sinclair's sister.

      “Were the⁠—” 

      “Please watch your step here,” Helena says, cutting me off. The floor beneath me has been freshly mopped. 

      I take the hint. She doesn’t want to talk about the accident. 

      The rest of our walk is in silence. 

      She leads me down what feels like a maze of corridors before stopping in front of one of the doors. 

      “This is Mr. Sinclair’s office.” She knocks once before pushing the double doors open for me. 

      The atmosphere here is even darker than the rest of the house. There’s a chill in the air that I feel all the way down to my bones. 

      My eyes immediately land on the man. 

      He’s sitting in a wingback chair like a king on his throne. He’s shrouded by shadows. I can’t make out his face, but I can tell he’s much bigger than the average man. In fact, he’s enormous. 

      The doors shut behind me. 

      I’m all alone with Klaus Sinclair, the master of the house.

      “Have a seat, Miss Turner,” he growls. 

      His voice feels like electricity passing through my body. I have a strange impulse to bolt. Everything about him feels dangerous, yet it only heightens my curiosity. 

      I walk toward him. The light kisses the lower half of his face. I make out a square jaw covered in thick, dark stubble. 

      “Hello, Mr. Sinclair.” I extend my hand toward him.

      His lips curl with disgust, like touching me is something that’s beneath him. 

      My heart pounds in my chest as I drop into the armchair before him. 

      There’s a whole table between us, but it doesn’t do anything to calm my nerves. Some primal part of me tells me that he’s a predator. And I’m his next meal. 

      I lean forward to hand him my résumé. 

      He hisses through his teeth. I can’t see his eyes, but I feel his gaze on my body. I realize that the top two buttons of my blouse have come undone, revealing more skin than I intended. I feel too self-conscious to fix it in front of him, so I leave my papers on the table between us and sit up straighter. 

      I can’t stop my nipples from pebbling under his gaze, though. 

      “Leave,” he barks. “Now.” 

      There’s a lethal edge to his voice that makes me freeze. 

      “You haven’t even seen my⁠—”

      “I learned everything I need to know about you,” he says. “You’re dismissed.”

      What the hell? 

      Humiliation makes my cheeks burn. This man can’t be for real. 

      I drove an hour to get here. Even if he thinks I’m not fit for the job, he at least owes me an interview. 

      I stand and lean forward to gather my things. 

      A deep, guttural growl escapes his chest.

      The nerve of this man. 

      He’s sitting there like he owns the entire world. He’s not just rude to me. He was rude to the girl he interviewed before me as well. 

      I’m about to leave, but some force stops me in my tracks.

      If I’m not going to get the job anyway, I might as well give him a piece of my mind. 

      “You know what? I don’t care who you are or how much money you have. You need to learn how to treat people with respect.” 

      He stands now. 

      Light falls on his face, and I see him for the first time. And absolutely nothing could have prepared me for it. 

      A ripple of desire passes through my entire body. Something awakens inside my core, making me restless and achy all over. 

      He’s tall, muscular, and so much older than me. He has dark wavy hair and whiskey eyes that make me feel intoxicated. A long scar runs down the right side of his face, from his forehead to his cheekbone. 

      He exudes male dominance, and it’s so potent that I have to take a step back. 

      “Is that right?” he says. 

      “Yes.” The one word comes out with more courage than I currently possess. 

      “Respectfully, Miss Turner, this job isn’t right for you.”

      “You haven’t even looked at my résumé.”

      “I didn’t have to,” he replies, giving no further explanation. 

      A part of me wants to challenge him, but I know that whatever he has to say about me can’t be kind. He’s looking at me like I’m a critter that crawled into his house uninvited. 

      “Then I guess we have nothing further to discuss.” I turn away before he can see the tears in my eyes. 

      I can feel him watching me as I walk away. His gaze is like fire skimming against my skin—hot and dangerous. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this way about anybody before. 

      I’ve never met a more disrespectful man in my life. 

      I’ve never been so attracted to one, either.

      As I leave his office, I feel a sense of loss. As infuriating and degrading as that man was, I could see that there was more to him than what met the eye. I was curious about him. He was a story I wanted to flip through. 

      Helena is waiting for me outside.

      She looks up at me expectantly. Her face falls when she sees me.

      “Your boss is an asshole.”  

      “I can’t argue with that.” She purses her lips as she leads me away from the office. 

      “Does he treat everyone like they’re beneath him?” 

      “He’s just…misunderstood,” she replies. 

      “Or he’s just full of himself.” 

      There’s a loud crash from the ground floor. Helena hurries toward the staircase. I glance down to see two little kids standing before a broken glass sculpture. The little boy is crying, and his older sister tries to console him. 

      The boy kneels to pick up one of the glass shards. 

      Some instinct inside me kicks into place. 

      “Don’t touch it,” I shout as I race down the stairs. 

      The boy startles and spins around to face me. 

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to break it,” he says, balling his small fists in front of his eyes. 

      “Of course you didn’t, sweetie.” I stop before him.

      “It was a mistake.” He’s crying even harder now. 

      “I know it was,” I say. “And it’s okay to make mistakes. Everyone makes mistakes sometimes.” 

      He peeks up at me. 

      “Are you hurt?” I ask him. 

      He holds his hand out toward me. There’s a thin red scrape on the inside of his palm. His chin quivers as I examine it. He’s trying so hard to be strong. 

      “What’s your name?” I ask to distract him. 

      “James,” the little boy whispers. I know from the job description that he’s only six years old.

      “My name is Emma,” I say. “Do you like superheroes, James?” 

      He nods. 

      “They get hurt all the time, too,” I say. “But they’re strong like you, so they know they’ll always get better.” 

      He nods like he agrees with my sage wisdom. 

      But then his gaze shifts upward to the second floor. A shadow of sadness crosses his face, along with an emotion I can’t identify. 

      I look up to see Klaus Sinclair standing there, watching our interaction. 

      Something shifts inside my chest. The sudden surge of emotion is confusing as hell to say the least.

      I look back at the kid. 

      “I have to go now, James,” I say, “but it was nice meeting you.” 

      “Stay,” James whispers, peeking up at me. “I like you.”

      “I like you, too,” I say. “But I have to go home now.” 

      “We can watch superhero movies together,” he says. He’s still holding my hand. 

      His older sister charges forward and pulls him away. 

      Like her uncle, she watches me with disdain. Like I’m unworthy of her time and attention. 

      Like her uncle, I recognize a pain in her eyes that’s manifesting in ugly ways. 

      I take a deep breath. 

      This family is not my problem. I’m not going to stay in a place where I’m not welcome. I need the money, but I value my self-respect more. 

      My heart is heavy as I walk away from the kids. 

      Away from their arrogant guardian. 

      Away from the haunted house. 
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      That face. 

      She has the kind of beauty that artists spend hundreds of hours trying to immortalize. 

      When I first saw her, I felt my heart beating in my chest for what felt like the very first time. 

      Something about her called to me. 

      And I found that absolutely terrifying. 

      It didn’t take much effort to make her hate me. All I had to do was be my charming self. 

      And now, I’m alone in my office again.

      Everything feels changed somehow, like life itself has lost its shine. It all seems jaded and dull—my emotions, my surroundings. 

      There’s a knock on the door. 

      Helena, my head housekeeper, lets herself inside.

      “What was that?” she asks. 

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

      “You never do,” she says. “But the kids need someone to look after them. If it wasn’t for my arthritis, you know I’d do it myself. But I can’t run after them like I used to when you and Miss Seraphina were children.” 

      The mention of my sister is like a dagger to the heart. 

      “I’ll call the agency,” I say. “I’ll find someone more suitable.” 

      “You keep finding something wrong with every candidate.” She rests her hands on her hips. 

      Helena is the only person who speaks to me this way. She’s been in my life since the day I was born, and she raised me more than my actual mother. Usually, I listen to her counsel, but this is not one of those times. 

      “I said that I’ll speak to the agency,” I say. “End of discussion.” 

      “You’re impossible, you know that? The kids need a mother figure, Klaus.” 

      “Their mother is gone,” I say. 

      Losing Sera shattered all of us. To this day, I don’t understand why Sera entrusted me to take care of the kids. I don’t know the first thing about raising children. 

      “You know what I mean,” Helena says. “But I’m concerned about the kids. Especially the girl.” 

      “Rosalie?” 

      “I sense a darkness in her, Klaus. I can see it in her eyes.” 

      “She’s just grieving the loss of her mother,” I say. 

      She shakes her head. “It’s more than that.” 

      I look at Helena’s round face. Her naturally rosy cheeks are drained of color, leaving her pale. The only time I’ve seen her this pale is when she heard the news of the car crash. 

      “Give me one good reason,” Helena says. 

      “What?” 

      “Give me one good reason you didn’t give Miss Turner a chance.” 

      “She’s not the only nanny in the world,” I say. 

      “She was perfect for the job. She had glowing recommendations from her previous employers. She’s warm and compassionate. The kids really liked her.” 

      “I don’t want to get into this right now,” I say. 

      Helena purses her lips. 

      She’s not going to leave until I give her an answer. I could lie to her, but she’d see right through me. 

      “Klaus,” Helena says.

      She reaches for my shoulder. I squeeze my eyes shut, recoiling from her touch. I see explosions behind my closed eyelids. 

      War. Pain. Suffering. Death.

      “I’m sorry,” she says immediately, pulling her hand away. She knows better than to touch me. 

      There’s a sour taste in my mouth. I know sleep won’t come to me tonight. I’ll stay up thinking about everything that turned me into this. 

      “It’s because she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” I admit. 

      Helena blinks. This was probably the last thing she expected me to say. 

      “And I don’t want to be that guy, okay? I don’t want to be the man who can’t stop staring at the fucking nanny.”

      Helena nods and looks out the window. 

      Fall has kissed the countryside, turning everything red, orange, and yellow. 

      But I don’t see the beauty of it anymore. 

      All I can think about is her. The way her dark eyelashes framed her big eyes, the way she smelled like freshly baked cupcakes, the way her defiance made my cock so fucking hard. 

      “It’s a shame, though.” Helena sighs. “James really liked her.” 

      “He’ll forget about her by tomorrow,” I say. 

      As will I. 
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      My heart feels like the wings of a butterfly. 

      It’s light, flighty, all over the place. I don’t know what to feel. 

      My state of mind reminds me of something I read about a long time ago—the butterfly effect. It’s a theory about how one minor event can cause significant consequences over time. The concept stems from the idea that the flap of a butterfly’s wings in one part of the world could trigger a chain reaction, ultimately resulting in a tornado in another location. 

      That’s what meeting Klaus Sinclair felt like. 

      It felt like the start of something new. 

      It felt like the end of who I once was.

      But none of that matters now. I’m back at the agency, right back at square one. I didn’t get the nanny position, so I’ll have to speak with Mrs. Hendricks about other job opportunities.

      Three other girls sit in the waiting room with me. They look vaguely familiar. I’m pretty sure I saw them here a few days ago, but I don’t say anything. 

      One of the girls, a redhead with a bright smile, flutters her fingers at me in a hesitant wave.

      “Are you okay?” she asks. 

      I suck in a breath. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just been a long day.” 

      “I’ve seen you around here before,” she says. 

      “I remember seeing you as well,” I reply, giving her a small smile. “I’m Emma.”

      “I’m Gigi,” she says, extending her hand toward me. She tilts her chin toward the identical twins sitting beside her. “I met these two the other day.” 

      The twins introduce themselves as Olivia and Ophelia. Though they share identical features, their personalities couldn’t be more different. One is playful and bubbly, while the other is more reserved. 

      “What job did you apply for?” Gigi asks. 

      “The nanny position at Sinclair mansion.” 

      “Oh, I’ve heard stories about that one,” Ophelia, the bubbly twin, says. 

      “Whatever you heard, it’s probably true,” I answer. 

      “They say that the entire family is cursed,” she continues. “Misfortune shadows the family and everyone else who works at the mansion.” 

      “Curses aren’t a thing,” says Olivia, the soft-spoken twin. 

      “Then how would you explain what happened to the last nanny?” Ophelia shoots back. 

      “The last nanny?” I ask. 

      “They didn’t tell you about her?” 

      I shake my head. 

      “Well, that makes sense. They probably didn’t want to scare you off,” Ophelia says. “The Sinclair kids used to have a nanny. She was hired a few weeks after the accident. But after a few days of working at the mansion, she disappeared from town. It was like she never even existed.” 

      “She just…disappeared?” I ask. 

      “Crazy, right?” Ophelia says. “She was never seen or heard from again.” 

      “There’s probably a perfectly reasonable explanation for what happened,” her twin sister says. 

      “Of course there is,” Ophelia says, her eyes as wide as saucers. “The man killed her and buried her in the forest.” 

      I take a deep breath. 

      I think about Klaus Sinclair. In my head, I can still picture him in vivid detail, almost as if he’s someone I’ve known for years. 

      He’s cold, but is he heartless enough to take someone’s life? 

      “Don’t listen to her,” Olivia says. “My sister has an overactive imagination. She gets carried away by wild theories sometimes.” 

      “Well, I was turned down for the job anyway. Chances are, I’ll never see the man again.” As I say the words, a heavy weight settles in my stomach. 

      It doesn’t make any sense. 

      All we had was a brief, unpleasant interaction. Yet I can’t stop thinking about him. 

      “What about you guys?” I ask, clearing my throat. “What type of job are you considering?” 

      “Oh, we’re going to work at the club,” Ophelia says. 

      “The club?” I ask. 

      “The club?” Gigi says. When I stare back at her with a blank expression, she adds, “The gentlemen’s club?” 

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “It’s the agency’s main business,” Ophelia explains. “It’s a high-end sex club.”

      My cheeks flush with warmth. 

      “Oh,” I say. “Mrs. Hendrick’s didn’t tell me about the club.” 

      “We’re actually going for a tour tonight. Would you like to come with us?” Gigi asks. 

      My stomach is a ball of nerves. I never even considered anything like this. 

      “There are lots of positions open,” Gigi adds. “You can be a cocktail waitress, a dancer, or even part of the maintenance staff. You don’t have to be one of the house girls.” 

      “I don’t know if I would fit in there,” I say, glancing down at myself. 

      I’m a simple girl. I don’t belong in glitzy, glamorous places made for men like Klaus Sinclair. 

      I’m thinking about him again. I don’t understand why he keeps sneaking his way into my thoughts. 

      “Just come for the tour,” Gigi says. “You don’t have to decide anything right this second.” 

      I look at the three of them. 

      I never thought I would consider working at a gentlemen’s club. 

      But it’s nice to be around girls who are my age. I’ve always been busy with school and work, so I never had any close female friendships. And I know I just met these girls, but I have a good feeling about them. 

      “Am I even allowed to come on the tour?” I ask. 

      “Absolutely, you are, my dear,” Mrs. Hendricks says, stepping out of her office. She’s a stylish lady with a flirty, playful vibe. She’s also the owner of Hendrick’s agency. “I would have offered sooner, but you were nervous enough about the nanny position. Come on in, all of you. Let’s talk inside.” 

      We follow her into the office. 

      A sense of calm washes over me every time I enter this room. There’s a large fig tree in the corner. One of the walls is composed of built-in bookshelves filled with beautiful hardbacks. Everything is in shades of white, dark green, and luxurious brown. 

      We sit down in the lounge area. 

      Mrs. Hendricks’s assistant hands us glasses of fruit-flavored sparkling water. 

      “I take it the interview with Mr. Sinclair didn’t go well?” she asks, looking at me. 

      “To say the least.” I lean back in my chair. 

      “Between you and me, he’s one of my more exhausting clients,” she says. 

      “Between you and me, he’s one of the biggest jerks I’ve ever met,” I reply. 

      Mrs. Hendricks smiles and flicks through something on her iPad. 

      “How much do you know about the club?” she asks.

      “Only that it exists,” I reply. 

      “Do you think it’s something you could be interested in?” She studies me with her pretty almond-shaped eyes. 

      I shift in my seat and glance at the girls. They smile at me encouragingly. 

      “I’m putting you on the spot, aren’t I?” Mrs. Hendricks says. 

      “No, it’s just different from what I imagined,” I say. “And I don’t have any experience with bartending or…dancing.” 

      “All of my girls receive training, so that’s not something you need to worry about,” she says. “The only thing you need to decide right now is if you want to accompany us on the tour.” 

      I chew on my bottom lip.

      Never in my wildest dreams did I think I would ever consider working at a gentlemen’s club. It’s just so far out of my comfort zone. 

      “Okay,” I say. “I’ll come along for the tour.” 

      The girls grin. Gigi even does a little shimmy in her chair. 

      “Very well. But before I take you to the club, I want you all to be prepared for what you’re about to see,” Mrs. Hendricks says. 

      The four of us glance at each other. For the first time, I notice that they look a little nervous as well. 

      “The first thing you girls need to know is that there’s something for every comfort level. You won’t ever be coerced to do something you’re not ready for. Your safety is our top priority, so you’ll always have an assigned personal bodyguard with you.” 

      I take a deep breath, nervous as hell about what’s to come. I can’t believe I agreed to the tour. 

      “Additionally, all of our clientele are handpicked and pre-approved,” she continues. “The club is an exclusive space for gentlemen seeking to unwind and enjoy the company of beautiful women.” 

      I wonder if Klaus Sinclair has ever been to this club. My body heats at the thought of him with other women. 

      I exhale slowly. 

      I have no clue what that was about. 

      “Would you like to hear about the available positions?” Mrs. Hendricks asks. 

      I nod. “Sure.” 

      She hands me a thin folder. I flip it open and freeze at the numbers I see. This can’t be right.

      “Our entry-level positions include waitressing and bartending. Nobody will be touching you, but you’ll be required to wear revealing uniforms. This position pays sixty dollars per hour.” 

      I suck in a breath. So these numbers aren’t a typo. 

      “Next, we have topless waitressing and bartending,” she says. “Those pay one hundred dollars per hour.” 

      I’m speechless. 

      “And then we have the dancers,” she says. “There are three tiers. Tier 3 are on stage. Tier 2 are on the dance floor with the men. And Tier 1 dance in private. These positions pay at one fifty, two hundred, and four hundred dollars per hour, respectively.” 

      I blink.

      “And finally, we have the house girls. They’re the only ones who participate in sexual intercourse of any kind. These girls will be paid a solid five thousand dollars per nine-hour shift.” 

      My head is reeling now.

      I can’t believe I’m actually considering this. This is the kind of money that can turn my whole life around. 

      “It feels like there’s a catch,” I whisper. 

      “There is no catch,” she says. “My club is a safe environment for all of my girls. And should you decide to be one of the house girls, it’s not just the man who gets to decide who he wants to spend the night with. The girl has to choose the man back. You’re never forced to do anything you’re not comfortable with.” 

      I glance down at my hands. They’re cold, like my blood decided to stop circulating there for some reason. This is way out of my comfort zone, but maybe it’s time for me to start taking some risks. 

      “What’s the name of this club?” I ask.

      Mrs. Hendricks leans back in her seat and smiles at me. “Elysium.” 
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      A woman in red-soled stilettos twirls around the pole. Her long hair trails behind her like a dark halo. Her movements are fluid and graceful, like the laws of gravity don’t apply to her. 

      I’m looking at her, but I see someone else. 

      Emma Turner haunts my head like a long-forgotten melody I forgot the lyrics of. She has infiltrated every corner of my mind and taken control of all my senses. 

      I swear that I can even smell her here. 

      Cupcakes. 

      It was a scent that reminded me of childhood. Of a simpler time when I was actually happy. 

      I don’t know how she did it, but the girl sank her claws into me. She infected me with her poison, and I don’t think I’ll ever be the same again. 

      “How are you already in a terrible mood?” A man places his drink down in front of me. 

      I stand to greet Alaric, my oldest friend. We grew up across the street from each other, and he’s basically like a brother to me. 

      “What took you so long?” I ask. 

      “Calm down. I know you got here like nine minutes ago,” he says. 

      “How do you know that?” I glare at him. That’s an oddly specific number, and he’s not wrong. 

      “I know everything.” He wiggles his eyebrows. He points at the open bar in the distance. “I was standing over there.” 

      “Doing what exactly?” 

      “Arranging a little something special for you,” he replies with a coy smile. 

      “Alaric—”

      “Consider it an early birthday gift,” he says. 

      “My birthday isn’t until December,” I say.

      “Yes, I’m aware. That’s why I said it’s an early birthday gift.” 

      “It better not be⁠—” 

      Out of my peripheral vision, I see a tall woman sauntering toward me. She’s wearing a red pendant, which tells me that she’s open to all levels of BDSM. 

      “She’s all yours for the night,” Alaric says. 

      I glare at him. “Seriously?”

      “I just worry about you, okay? You’re so tightly wound, and I can tell it’s taking a toll on you.” 

      “Send her away.” 

      He sighs in defeat and shakes his head at the girl. She hesitates for a moment before walking away. 

      I take a slow sip of my drink. 

      “Besides, if I wanted a woman, I wouldn’t need your help getting one,” I say. 

      “Dude, be for real.” He scoffs. “If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t even leave your house.” 

      “And I’m already starting to regret it,” I say, swirling my drink in the tumbler. 

      Heat crawls around my neck and stays there. 

      I feel Alaric watching me. 

      He’s my best friend, but he doesn’t know the half of it. He doesn’t know about the turmoil that exists inside me. He doesn’t know that in my head, the war never really ended. If anything, it’s worse than ever.

      “I’m sorry, okay?” he says. “I just thought that it would help. I was on the phone with Helena earlier, and she told me about the nanny situation.” 

      I exhale slowly. 

      I don’t know why I thought leaving the house tonight would be a good idea. I thought some fresh air and a change of scenery would help, but I’m feeling more vexed than before. 

      “It’s complicated,” I say. 

      “I’m sure I can keep up,” he replies. 

      “Having a nanny means sharing the roof with a stranger. She’ll be a part of my life, whether I like it or not. And I simply can’t afford to have someone I don’t trust.” 

      “Trust is something that’s built over time, though,” Alaric counters. 

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Are you just going to lecture me all night? If so, I’ll just leave now.” 

      “It’s because of Harper, isn’t it?” he says. 

      The name makes my blood freeze. Harper was the previous nanny I hired for the kids. 

      I glance around our surroundings. 

      “I told you to never bring up her name again,” I snap. 

      “Right, sorry.” 

      Alaric’s eyes glimmer with concern. He’s an easygoing guy for the most part, but I know he worries about me. He wants the version of me that he knew before the war. But I don’t think I’ll ever be that person again, even if I wanted.

      Something fundamental in me changed over the years. The innocence of youth was replaced by cynicism. 

      I’ve been rotting from the inside out, and I’m the only one who knows. 

      I clear my throat. “What were you doing gossiping with Helena anyway?” 

      “We like to keep in touch,” he says vaguely. 

      “And what do you two talk about?” I ask. 

      “The world doesn’t revolve around you, Klaus,” he says, watching me from the corner of his eye. “But incidentally, you happen to be our favorite topic of discussion.” 

      “I knew it,” I mumble. 

      A girl passes by our table. She’s wearing a light green pendant, indicating she’s into voyeurism. She eyes Alaric as she walks by, but he doesn’t even look at her. 

      He likes to give me a hard time, but my dear friend is a hypocrite. As far as I know, he’s never been with any of the girls here either. 

      Many of the regulars at Elysium come here for the girls and the camaraderie. They come to wind down and relax. But Alaric and I come for the privacy. 

      It’s one of the only places in town where we can have private conversations without worrying about eavesdropping.

      “There was a meeting earlier today,” Alaric says, his voice dropping to a whisper.

      The music drowns out his words as soon as they leave his mouth. The only reason I even hear him is because I’m sitting right next to him. 

      “There’s a new case.” His eyes dart around our surroundings, cataloging everyone in sight. “It’s about elephants.” 

      I narrow my eyes at him, sure that I misheard him. 

      “Did you just say elephants?” I ask. 

      He nods, looking dead serious. 

      I wait for him to elaborate because that must be code for something. 

      “Poaching,” he explains. “There’s a new syndicate that’s poaching elephants in various countries for ivory.” 

      “Oh wow, it actually is about elephants,” I say. 

      “Yes, I just told you,” he says. “Are you not listening?” 

      I clear my throat. “It…sounds different from the usual cases.” 

      Alaric is part of the Resistance. As one of the brothers in the Resistance, he tackles global issues that even top government organizations turn a blind eye to. I’m not officially a part of their group, but I work with them as a consultant. 

      “The mass killing of elephants has disastrous complications on the entire ecosystem,” he says. “These actions add up over time, man.” 

      Alaric is a good person. He’s a much better man than I will ever be. He cares about things like wildlife conservation and climate change. 

      And I can tell from the look on his face that this has rattled him. 

      “How does this syndicate operate?” I ask. 

      “They’re recruiting local poachers in Africa and Asia. The syndicate itself hasn’t left a trace, but there have been a lot of hit-and-run kills over the past few weeks. They kill as many elephants as possible in a short amount of time and collect the tusks before evading the crime scene.” 

      “Aren’t there laws in place to protect the wildlife?” I ask.

      “There are, but this is a meticulously organized plan.” 

      “Do we know who’s behind it?” 

      “We suspect that it’s the Yakuza,” he says. “There’s a small Japanese family called the Tatsunami. They accumulated sudden wealth and power in the past few years. The drugs and weapons trade is saturated in their region, so they turned to other venues instead. And if they continue with this, it will wreak complete havoc on the ecosystem.”

      “What’s the plan of action?” I ask. 

      “Right now, the only thing we can do is wait and see,” he says. “We suspect there will be another strike soon, so we’re watching the territories.” 

      I take a deep breath. Many of the cases that the Resistance take up don’t have simple solutions. If it were that simple, the governments would have done something about it. 

      That was why the Resistance was born. 

      They believe in taking an eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. A life for a life. 

      Like the criminals who think they can get away with anything, the members of the Resistance don’t shy away from getting blood on their hands. Their justice system doesn’t shy away from violence. 

      I look at Alaric. 

      There’s a reason animal conservation is so close to his heart. And it’s not just because he has more empathy than me. 

      “Hey,” I say. 

      He glances over at me. 

      “If anyone can put an end to this, it’s you,” I say. 

      “It’s just such a helpless feeling. Like I’m just waiting for something to happen,” he says. 

      “Tell me about it.”

      Alaric’s eyes widen. “Man, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “I know,” I reply quietly. 

      There’s one more case that the Resistance is looking into—the car accident that involved my sister and brother-in-law. The one that turned my life into a living nightmare. 

      We still don’t know who was behind it. 

      All we know is that it wasn’t an accident. 

      The two of us sit in heavy silence for a while, lost in our thoughts. Thinking too hard about the past or the future is suffocating, but it’s always a little earlier for me to breathe when I have Alaric beside me. 

      “I met a girl today,” I tell him. 

      He raises his eyebrows. 

      “Her name is Emma Turner,” I say. “She was one of the candidates for the nanny position. She was perfect for the job.” 

      “You turned her down?” he asks even though he already knows the answer. 

      “There was something about her,” I say. “I don’t know what it was, but I’ve never felt this way about another person. I just knew that there was no way I could let her live under the same roof as me.” 

      “I have so many things to say right now, but I know that every one of them is going to piss you off,” he says. 

      “But you’re going to say it all anyway, aren’t you?” I mutter. 

      “Today, I’ll let you live,” he replies. 

      “How kind of you.” 

      “But I’ll just say that in all the years I’ve known you, I’ve never heard you bring up a girl by name,” he says. “Whoever this girl was, she must have really left a mark on you.” 

      If I told him the extent of it, he’d think I was insane. 

      “It’s not a big deal,” I say. 

      He gives me a look that tells me that this isn’t over. 

      Behind him, I spot a girl in the crowd. She has her back to me. She’s wearing the same corset all the other girls are wearing, but something about her stands out. Maybe it’s the gentle curve of her neck. Maybe it’s the way her hair arranges itself in soft waves. 

      As I look at her, a familiar scent wafts through the air. 

      Cupcakes. 
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      There’s a prickling sensation at the back of my neck. 

      It’s a feeling that I know all too well. I’m immediately on edge. 

      We’ve just entered the giant open foyer of the club. Crystal chandeliers sparkle down on us, casting a warm glow on my skin. 

      “Hey, are you okay?” Gigi takes my hand in hers. I didn’t realize that my hands were shaking. 

      “It’s nothing,” I say, taking a deep breath. 

      “I know that we just met and everything, but I’m here for you if you want to talk about it,” she says, squeezing my hand. 

      For a second, I consider telling her my story. I consider telling her about the reason I sleep with a knife under my pillow. Something tells me that I could confess my darkest secrets to her, and she wouldn’t judge me for a second.

      But like always, I don’t say a word.

      “It’s just nerves,” I say instead.

      “I get that. I’m terrified, too.” 

      “I wouldn’t know it by looking at you,” I say. 

      Gigi is one of the most confident girls I know. It’s hard to imagine her being scared of anything. 

      “It’s not just about the job,” she says. “I’m anxious about being recognized.” 

      “I thought you said you weren’t from here.”  

      “I’m not, but my father has a lot of friends and acquaintances. I can never be too careful.”

      Gigi must come from a wealthy background if her father’s friends come to places like this. 

      “I guess we’re lucky we get to wear masks,” I say. 

      “So lucky,” she agrees, touching her bejeweled black mask. “I wouldn’t have even considered the job otherwise.”

      Mrs. Hendricks explained earlier that the girls who work at Elysium can wear masks to conceal their identity. There was a whole collection for us to choose from. I picked out a pale yellow one with gold dusted around the edges. 

      “Isn’t the club gorgeous?” Gigi asks. 

      I nod in agreement. “Mrs. Hendricks told us it would be classy, but this place is straight-up dreamy.” 

      Elysium sits on the outskirts of Ravenwood, nestled by hundreds of acres of forest land. Elegant lampposts line the driveway, their design evoking a bygone era. 

      The inside of the club is a blend of Art Deco and modern architecture. There’s a sweeping marble bar to the right. The seating arrangements are in secluded alcoves along the open space’s perimeter, giving all clients privacy.

      The men are tall, handsome, and well-dressed. The women are gorgeous. Some are dressed in evening gowns, and others wear nothing but bejeweled stickers on their bare skin. 

      “It feels like one of those places where you can lose track of time,” I say, taking in the glamour and the glitz. 

      “Maybe even lose yourself,” Gigi whispers.

      It’s just what I need. A good distraction from the general chaos of my life.

      The twin sisters walk a few feet ahead of us alongside Mrs. Hendricks. She offered to give us a personal tour of the club.

      The prickling sensation at the back of my neck intensifies. 

      I know it for certain now—I’m being watched. 

      But there’s something different about it this time. It doesn’t feel threatening. I don’t feel like I’m in danger. 

      Gigi glances at the time on her phone. 

      “We’ll be just in time for the midnight show,” she says. 

      “What’s that?” I ask. 

      “You’ll see,” she replies.

      We catch up with the twins and Mrs. Hendricks. 

      A heavy black door is opened for us. The words Carpe Noctem are embedded on the door in gold font.

      Seize the night. 

      Something twists in my belly. This place is all about power, control, and desire. It’s all about shedding old inhibitions.

      As I step through the door, something shifts inside me. 

      The atmosphere changes. 

      A thumping bass replaces the jazz music from the grand piano in the foyer. There’s a dark edge to this beat, a seductive tension that makes me want to unravel. 

      “You feel that too, right?” Gigi asks, turning to look at me. 

      “Yeah.” 

      There’s an inexplicable shift in the air. It feels like jumping from midsummer to New Year’s Eve.

      We make our way down the corridor. Bright lights flicker at the far end. The air gets thicker, like a smoke that blurs the line between right and wrong. I feel the pulse of the music running through my entire body.

      When we emerge from the other side, I forget how to breathe. 

      It’s wilder than anything I could have ever imagined. 

      Girls in sheer dresses twirl on rings in the sky. In one of the alcoves, I catch a glimpse of a girl giving a lap dance to a man. He’s fully dressed, and she’s wearing nothing but a tight latex skirt. He watches her move with hooded eyes. 

      I feel the raw sexual tension in the air. The anticipation, the power exchange, the heated gazes. 

      I have to pry my eyes away from the open debauchery. 

      There’s a large stage in the center with scattered seating arranged around it. 

      I feel a little lightheaded as I follow Mrs. Hendricks. She herds us toward a cluster of chairs at the far right of the stage. My little black skirt hikes higher up my thighs as I sit down. 

      The music intensifies. It’s a sultry ribbon that wraps around my throat, taking me somewhere I’ve never been. 

      The lights dim. 

      Applause breaks out as a group of dancers walk onto the stage. They’re wearing shimmery bodysuits with tassels hanging from their waist. They begin their performance. They’re all undeniably beautiful, but the way they move is breathtaking.

      “Do you dance?” Gigi asks me. 

      “I enjoy dancing, but I don’t know if I can move like that,” I tell her. “What about you?” 

      “I’m okay at it, but it’s my dream to become a singer,” she says, brushing her long red hair behind her shoulder. “My parents didn’t approve. They don’t approve of any decision I make, actually. So I left home.” 

      “Do you miss it?” 

      “Home?” she asks. 

      I nod. 

      “Yes and no,” she says. “Everything was more comfortable at home, but that comfort came at a cost. It was suffocating my spirit. I had to get out.” 

      “I get that,” I whisper. 

      She gives me a small smile. My heart starts to race because I know where this conversation is going. She’s going to ask me what my story is. And I really don’t want to talk about it right now. 

      There’s a cheer from the crowd. 

      A couple of the girls leave the stage and walk toward the men. 

      They sit on their laps and continue dancing. I notice that they’re wearing fewer clothes than before. 

      I know I shouldn’t be looking, but I can’t look away. 

      The looks of desire. The heated touches. The blend of feminine and masculine. All of it is intoxicating.

      I watch as one of the girls leans forward. Her breasts are now pressed against the man’s dress shirt. She drags them up his body until her mouth is hovering over his. The man’s hands come to rest underneath her thighs. He uses his grip on her to tug her even closer. Her mouth parts in a silent O as their bodies connect.

      “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?” Gigi asks, breaking the spell. 

      I inhale sharply. My cheeks burn with mortification. 

      “Am I being that obvious?” I ask.

      “It’s okay, I’m not experienced with the opposite sex either,” she says. 

      I look at her. “Really?” 

      She shrugs. “Yeah. It’s not a big deal.” 

      “Doesn’t one need experience to work at a gentlemen’s club?” I ask. “I don’t know the first thing about how to seduce a man.” 

      The light in her eyes dims when I say that. She has a bubbly personality, but there’s something darker underneath. 

      She grins at me. “Maybe there’s a book or something.” 

      I glance at the couple I was staring at earlier. Instead of seeing the two people, I imagine myself as the girl. And sitting in the man’s place is Klaus Sinclair. And the very thought of doing those things to him—being the object of his fascination, being the reason for his madness—steals the breath from my lungs. 

      I stand abruptly. 

      Gigi reaches for my hand. “Are you okay?” 

      “I’m fine,” I say. “I just need some fresh air.”

      “I’ll come with you,” she says immediately. 

      “No, stay,” I say. “I’ll be right back.” 

      I can feel Mrs. Hendricks and the twins watching me. I gesture toward the exit. Mrs. Hendricks nods at me. I catch a hint of concern in her eyes. 

      My legs feel like spaghetti noodles as I walk away from the stage. 

      With every step I take, I feel his gaze moving over my skin like a forbidden touch. 

      The interview this morning was only a few minutes, but I know I’ll spend the rest of my life replaying it. 

      Once more, disappointment settles at the base of my stomach. 

      The man was aggravating, but there was something about him. I don’t understand why I feel so bad about never seeing him again. It wasn’t like I knew him or anything. But the sense of losing something important persists. 

      I’m lost in my head when I accidentally walk straight into the wall. 

      The wall shifts underneath me. It’s not a wall, but a tall, muscular man. The scent of his cologne awakens a fire inside me. 

      I glance up for a moment. The flashing lights from behind me fall on his face, revealing the long scar along his right cheek. My heart jumps to my throat. 

      It’s him. 

      It’s actually him. 

      Before his eyes can register my face, I duck my head and slip away. 

      “Excuse me,” I whisper as I walk past him. As my strides get longer, I feel his gaze on my back. It melts down my spine like warm honey. 

      I have no way of knowing this, but I know. He was watching me earlier in the club. It was his eyes that I felt on me. 

      Emotions burst within me like a volcano. Hot lava licks against the walls of my heart. 

      All of me is burning. 

      I want to turn around for one last glance. But instead, I push open the door that leads back to the grand foyer. The club music is replaced by the softer notes of the piano. 

      I head straight toward the bar. As I slide onto the stool, a hand clasps my shoulder. 

      All of me freezes at the sudden touch. 

      I glance back. I swallow the strange disappointment that arises when I see that it’s only Mrs. Hendricks. 

      “Did something happen?” she asks me. 

      “Pardon?” I can feel my heart beating everywhere now—my throat, my belly, the backs of my knees. 

      “Your mood shifted halfway through the show,” she says. “Is there something or someone who made you feel uncomfortable?” 

      Klaus Sinclair’s face flashes through my mind. The two of us only met today, but it feels like he’s someone I’ve known all along. 

      I have to remind myself that he’s an asshole who cares about nobody else but himself.

      “It’s just nerves,” I tell her. 

      “Just nerves?” 

      I nod and force myself to smile. “Thank you for checking up on me, though.” 

      She sits down on the stool next to me. 

      “You still look like you need a drink,” she says. A bartender appears in front of us, waiting for our order. “What would you like?” 

      I shrug. I don’t know what to order because I don’t drink much. 

      “Dealer’s choice,” I say.

      “One lemon drop please, Arthur,” Mrs. Hendricks says to the bartender. 

      I watch as the bartender selects a very expensive-looking vodka bottle and breaks the seal. He makes the cocktail in record time and sets it before me. It looks delicious. 

      “Have you decided?” she asks.

      “About what?” I ask, a little distracted. 

      I fight the urge to glance over my shoulder again even though I don’t feel his eyes on me like I did before. 

      “About Elysium,” she says. 

      I take a sip of my drink. It’s sweet and tangy and perfect for me. 

      “You can take your time to think about it, of course,” she says.

      “I think I’ve already made my decision,” I say, taking a deep breath. 

      Mrs. Hendricks raises her eyebrows. 

      “I’ll do it,” I say. “I’ll work here.” 

      “The girls will be thrilled to hear it,” she says. 

      “Gigi and the twins are taking the job as well?” I ask.

      She nods and smiles at me. 

      Relief washes over me. All of this is way out of my comfort zone, but knowing that the girls will be with me makes it infinitely better. 

      My only hope is that I don’t have any more encounters with the devil. 
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      When I return home, I find James curled by the fireplace in my office. 

      He fell asleep in my armchair. 

      Like me, he has bad dreams sometimes. And every time he has one, he comes and finds me. We don’t talk even though I know he wants to. 

      It’s not the warmth of the fire that he seeks. It’s not my company, either. 

      There’s a photograph of his mother on the mantel. That’s what he comes here for. 

      I remove my suit jacket and drape it over his small form before lowering myself to the ground, my eyes fixed on the photograph of my sister. 

      “What am I supposed to do, Sera?” I whisper. 

      The only reply I get is the crackle of the fire. 

      “Emma is the only one the kids took a liking to,” I say. “But she’s…very distracting. And mouthy. Not to mention, there’s something about her that I don’t trust.” 

      James shifts in his sleep. 

      One of his small hands brushes against my neck. His fingers remain pressed against my skin.

      I freeze. 

      I tell myself that it’s just my nephew. But the panic inside me builds and builds. It mocks me, reminding me that broken people can’t raise healthy children. 

      I can’t breathe until I move away from his touch. 

      I glance back at his sleeping face. His long, dark lashes are fanned out over his rosy cheeks. His small shoulder rises and falls softly. 

      I’m all he has in this world, yet I still can’t get myself to hold him.

      I notice that he’s frowning, even in his sleep. 

      He deserves so much more than I can ever give him. 

      I know what I need to do. Before I can talk myself out of it, I type out the message on my phone. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Let Emma Turner know that she starts on Monday. 

      

      

      

      

      

      Victoria reads the message and replies right away. 

      
        
          
            
              
        I thought you didn’t want her? 

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I changed my mind. The kids took a liking to her. 

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I wish you told me this sooner. 

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        She’s no longer interested in the job. 

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Why not? 

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll find someone else for you. 

      

      

      

      

      

      I feel a knot forming between my shoulder blades. I don’t want to look at any more resumés or go through another interview process. I looked through her file after she left, and it’s obvious that she’s a good candidate for the position. She was a straight-A student with stellar recommendation letters from her past employers. 

      Instead of texting her back, I call Victoria. 

      She picks up with a sigh. I can hear soft music in the background, telling me she’s still at the club. 

      “Good evening, Mr. Sinclair,” Victoria says. 

      “I’m sorry for calling so late,” I say. 

      “No, you’re not,” she says. “What can I do for you?”

      “Is there a reason Miss Turner is no longer interested in the job?” I ask. 

      “As you know, you’re one of our most prestigious clients, Mr. Sinclair, but I can’t disclose any personal information about Miss Turner to you,” she says. 

      “Fine, whatever the reason is, tell her I’ll double the pay,” I say. 

      “I’ll find someone else⁠—” 

      “I’ll triple it,” I say. 

      Victoria pauses. 

      “I’ll speak with her and get back to you,” she says, hanging up. 

      I stare into the fire. 

      My heart begins to thaw as I think about the girl. A sense of premonition settles over me like a heavy blanket. Emma Turner is going to be my ruin. She’s going to leave my kingdom in ashes. 

      And I just lit the match.
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      My fingers tighten around the steering wheel.

      A white sedan is trailing me. The early morning light barely cuts through the fog, so I can’t make out the driver’s face, but my stomach churns as I think about who it could be. 

      Adrenaline courses through my system.

      My body is on high alert, sensing imminent danger. 

      A sharp curve looms ahead. I should slow down before taking the turn, but I press harder on the gas. As I swerve the wheel, the tires skid against the damp pavement. I veer into the wrong lane, my chest tightening as an SUV hurtles toward me. The driver ahead flashes the headlights and blares the horn in urgent warning.

      I manage to steady the wheel just in time. 

      My heart is slamming against my throat now.

      I glance in the rearview mirror, holding my breath as I scan for the white sedan. The dense morning fog makes it nearly impossible to see. As I exhale in relief, the car emerges, slicing through the mist.

      It looms too close for comfort. 

      A blatant threat.

      I want to call someone, but I don’t have anyone to call. I push down my rising panic and turn on the radio. 

      I let the familiar streets of Ravenwood comfort me. I double-check that all of my doors are locked. 

      I adjust my rearview mirror so I can’t see what’s behind me. 

      Out of sight, out of mind. 

      There’s nothing I can do about this imminent threat, so I let my mind drift. It lands on Klaus Sinclair. I think about the details of his face—his long Greek nose, the scar that cuts across his forehead and cheek, the way the shadows seem to own him. He’s a man who exudes power. I think about his broad shoulders and how they seemed to block out the rest of the world. 

      My body seems to have the strangest reaction to that man. 

      The longer I think about him, the easier it gets to breathe.

      Before I realize it, the dense trees on either side give way. I’ve entered the town center. The park stretches out to my right, dotted with people walking their dogs. The soft chime of the café bell rings out as early risers stop for their morning coffee.

      Nothing bad can happen to me now. 

      I’m safe. 

      Five minutes later, I pull into the hospital parking lot. Only now do I allow myself to scan the surroundings. Nothing seems out of the ordinary, but he could be anywhere. 

      I hold my car key between my fingers like a weapon. In my other hand, I hold a small bottle of pepper spray. 

      Somehow, I muster up the courage to get out of the car. 

      The cool morning breeze brushes against my skin as I walk. There are security guards here, along with CCTV cameras. If someone wanted to hurt me, they wouldn’t do it here. 

      I enter the hospital and sign in. 

      Everyone inside is busy, but some of the nurses stop to briefly greet me. 

      I stop in front of the familiar door. It’s a semi-private room that houses three patients. Nurse Santos, a young Filipina nurse, is checking my grandmother’s blood pressure. Instead of walking inside the room, I linger at the doorway. 

      Nurse Santos removes the blood pressure cuff and says something to my grandmother before walking away. I step away from the door, making sure I’m out of view. 

      From my position, I can see my grandmother, but she can’t see me.

      I watch her when she thinks nobody is looking. 

      I see the lines etched into her face. I see the exhaustion in her eyes. 

      I have to swallow the emotions that rise up my throat. She’s all I have left in this world. I don’t know what I would do without her. 

      The nurse steps into the hallway.

      “Nurse Santos?” I whisper.

      The woman startles, dropping the folder she’s holding. I pick it up for her. 

      “Emma, hi.” She gives me a bright smile. “And please, call me Tessa.” 

      I smile back at her. She has beautiful tan skin and the silkiest black hair I’ve ever seen. Her full name is stitched into her scrubs—Maria Teresa Santos.

      “I made pumpkin pie and cupcakes for you guys,” I say. “I forgot them in my car, but I’ll leave them in the break
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