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CHAPTER ONE
Hannah
My husband walked into his own funeral at eleven minutes past two.
I know the exact time because I was staring at the clock above the church doors, silently begging the service to end.
The second hand dragged itself around the white face.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Every movement sounded louder than the priest.
Beside me, Daniel held my left hand between both of his. His palms were warm and steady. Mine were cold enough to belong to the man inside the coffin.
My son sat on my other side.
Noah was fifteen now. Tall, narrow-shouldered and trying desperately not to cry in front of people who had spent the past six years telling him that real men were allowed to cry.
His father had disappeared when he was nine.
For years, Noah had imagined him returning.
He had watched every car that slowed outside our house. He had stared at strangers in supermarkets. He had once chased a man through a railway station because he had the same walk as Luke.
Eventually, hope became embarrassment.
Then anger.
Then silence.
Three months ago, police officers came to our home and told us human remains had been found beneath a collapsed section of an abandoned quarry.
The body had been wrapped in a blue tarpaulin.
There were fractures to the skull.
The teeth were damaged.
The clothing had mostly decomposed.
But the DNA, they said, was enough.
Luke Cole had been found.
My first husband.
Noah’s father.
The man I had once loved so completely that I believed losing him would kill me.
The man I had eventually learned to live without.
At the front of the church, Father Michael spoke about Luke’s generosity, his loyalty and his love for his family.
I wondered which Luke he had known.
The version people remembered was charming. He remembered birthdays. He carried heavy bags for elderly neighbours. He made children laugh. He could walk into a room full of strangers and leave with six new friends.
But there had been another Luke.
The one who sometimes sat in the darkness after midnight, holding a drink he never finished.
The one who received phone calls and walked outside to answer them.
The one who once asked me, with no warning at all, whether I would still love him if I discovered he had done something unforgivable.
I had laughed because I thought he was being dramatic.
Then I had kissed him and said yes.
I had not understood that he was asking a real question.
A photograph of Luke stood beside the coffin.
It had been taken during a family holiday at the coast, two years before he vanished. He was smiling at the camera, one arm around Noah and the other around me.
I had chosen that photograph because it was the last time I remembered us looking happy without having to pretend.
“He was a father,” Father Michael said. “A husband. A friend. And although his life was taken from us far too soon—”
The church doors opened.
At first, I thought it was the wind.
A cold draft moved along the aisle, lifting the corner of a programme near my feet.
Someone behind me whispered.
Father Michael stopped speaking.
Every head turned.
A man stood in the doorway.
He was thin.
His dark suit hung loosely from his shoulders, as though he had borrowed it from someone larger. His hair was longer than Luke’s had been, streaked with grey around the temples. A pale scar ran from beneath his left ear towards his collar.
But I knew his face.
I knew the slight bend in his nose from when he had broken it playing football at seventeen.
I knew the small mark above his right eyebrow.
I knew the way he leaned more heavily on his left leg.
For six years, I had tried to forget every detail.
Now they returned all at once.
Noah made a sound beside me.
Not a word.
Something smaller.
The broken breath of a child seeing a ghost.
Daniel’s grip tightened around my hand.
The man looked directly at me.
His face seemed to change as he saw the coffin.
Confusion.
Recognition.
Fear.
Then his eyes moved to Daniel.
The fear became something else.
Hatred.
“Luke?” I heard myself say.
The word travelled through the church.
The man took one step forward.
Noah stood so quickly that his knee struck the pew.
“Dad?”
Luke looked at him.
For a moment, he seemed unable to breathe.
“Noah.”
My son moved towards him.
I grabbed the back of Noah’s jacket.
He twisted around, shocked.
“Mum.”
“Wait.”
“That’s Dad.”
“I know.”
The entire church had fallen silent.
Luke started walking down the aisle.
People moved away from him as if death might be contagious.
Six years had changed him. His cheeks were hollow. His hands trembled at his sides. There was something wrong with the way he looked around the room, as though he expected someone to attack him.
But it was Luke.
I knew it before he reached us.
I knew it before he said my name.
I knew it even though I had watched two police officers place a sealed box of his remains into the coffin that morning.
“Hannah.”
He stopped several feet away.
His eyes dropped to my hand inside Daniel’s.
Then he looked at the wedding ring Daniel had placed on my finger eighteen months earlier.
Luke’s mouth opened, but nothing came out.
Daniel stood.
He positioned himself slightly in front of me.
It was instinctive. Protective.
Luke noticed.
“You,” Luke said.
Daniel’s body became rigid.
They stared at each other.
The church seemed to disappear around us.
“You know him?” I asked Daniel.
“No.”
He answered too quickly.
Luke gave a quiet laugh.
It contained no humour.
“You always were a terrible liar.”
Daniel released my hand.
“Stay back.”
“I didn’t come for you.”
“You shouldn’t have come at all.”
This time, everyone heard it.
I looked at my husband.
My living husband.
“Daniel?”
Luke’s eyes remained on him.
“You didn’t tell her.”
“Tell me what?”
Neither man answered.
Noah pushed past me.
He crossed the space between them and wrapped both arms around Luke.
Luke stumbled backwards.
For half a second, he did not move.
Then he held our son.
He closed his eyes and buried his face in Noah’s hair.
The sound he made was almost unbearable.
“I’m sorry,” Luke whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
Noah began to sob.
People around us lowered their eyes.
Some cried with him.
I could not move.
I had imagined this reunion a thousand times during the first year Luke was missing.
In my imagination, I always ran to him.
I struck his chest, kissed him, demanded answers and collapsed in his arms.
But now, I felt only terror.
Because six years ago, on the night Luke disappeared, he had left me a note.
I had never shown it to the police.
I had burned it in the kitchen sink before reporting him missing.
It contained only nine words.
If I ever come home, take Noah and run.
Luke opened his eyes and looked at me over our son’s shoulder.
He knew I remembered.
Then he glanced at the coffin.
“Who is in there?” he asked.
Before anyone could answer, the coffin moved.
There was a dull sound from inside it.
One heavy knock.
Then another.
Someone screamed.
CHAPTER TWO
Daniel
The coffin was empty.
The sound had come from beneath it.
A metal support had shifted under the weight, striking the timber base twice before collapsing.
That was the official explanation.
Most people accepted it because the alternative was impossible.
I did not.
Nothing about that day was accidental.
Not Luke’s arrival.
Not the timing.
Not the way he had looked at me.
And not the man standing near the church exit with a black umbrella, even though there had not been rain all morning.
I saw him only briefly.
Mid-fifties. Broad build. Dark coat buttoned to his throat.
He watched Luke embrace Noah.
Then he looked at me.
He raised one finger to his lips.
By the time police entered the church, he was gone.
Two uniformed officers separated Luke from the family.
Detective Rachel Shaw arrived twenty minutes later. She had led the investigation when the remains were discovered and had sat in our living room explaining how certain the identification was.
Now she looked as though she had been struck.
Luke was taken into a side room.
Hannah and Noah were moved into the priest’s office.
I remained in the church while officers cleared the mourners.
People stared at me as they left.
Some with pity.
Others with curiosity.
I was no longer the grieving husband supporting his wife through a painful goodbye.
I was the replacement.
The second choice.
The man standing between a family and the miracle they had prayed for.
My phone vibrated inside my pocket.
I did not need to look at the screen to know who it would be.
There had been three calls that morning.
All from a blocked number.
I had ignored them.
The phone stopped.
Then started again.
I walked towards the rear of the church, away from the officers gathered around the coffin.
“Hello?”
For several seconds, there was only breathing.
Then a distorted voice spoke.
“You were told what would happen if he returned.”
My throat tightened.
“Who is this?”
“You know.”
“I don’t.”
“You had one responsibility.”
I looked across the church.
Through the open door of the priest’s office, I could see Hannah sitting beside Noah.
Her face was pale.
Her hands were clenched together in her lap.
Luke had come back.
But it was Hannah who looked guilty.
“I didn’t know he was alive,” I said.
“You should have made certain.”
The line went dead.
I lowered the phone.
Six years earlier, I had seen Luke Cole for the first time in the underground car park of the Marlowe Hotel.
He had been bleeding from his mouth.
Two men stood over him.
One held a pistol.
I had not known Luke’s name then.
I knew only that he was frightened and that he was protecting a small black memory card inside his closed fist.
I had been working hotel security.
My instructions were simple: remain at the desk, watch the cameras and never interfere with guests on the lower private level.
I interfered.
It was the decision that destroyed my first marriage, ended my career and followed me across three cities.
By the time police reached the car park, Luke and the two men were gone.
The security footage had been erased.
My supervisor denied Luke had ever entered the building.
The following morning, I found the memory card inside my jacket pocket.
Luke must have slipped it there when he collided with me.
I kept it for six years.
Then, one afternoon, while searching online for information about the missing stranger, I found a photograph of Hannah.
I told myself I only wanted to know whether she was safe.
I told myself meeting her in the café where she worked had been coincidence.
I told myself falling in love with her had not been part of someone else’s plan.
All of those things were lies.
Detective Shaw approached me.
“Daniel.”
I put the phone away.
“What’s happening?”
“We’ve confirmed his fingerprints.”
“And?”
“The man who entered the church is Luke Cole.”
I nodded, although hearing it still felt impossible.
“How did you identify the remains?”
“We’re reviewing every stage of the process.”
“You said the DNA was conclusive.”
“It appeared to be.”
“Appeared?”
“The remains were compared through familial DNA.”
“Noah.”
She looked towards the office.
“Yes.”
“So the body is related to Noah.”
“That is one possibility.”
“And Luke?”
“We don’t know yet.”
I glanced at the coffin.
“Have you opened it?”
“Not since the service began.”
“Then you should.”
Her expression sharpened.
“Why?”
“Because something is wrong.”
“Beyond the supposedly dead man walking into his own funeral?”
“The coffin made a sound.”
“The frame collapsed.”
“Open it.”
“We need authorisation before disturbing the remains.”
“You already disturbed them when you put the wrong man in there.”
She stepped closer.
“Is there something you’re not telling me?”
Too much.
I was not telling her that Luke knew me.
I was not telling her about the hotel.
I was not telling her about the memory card.
And I was not telling her that three nights earlier, someone had broken into our house without stealing anything.
They had entered through the kitchen window.
Walked upstairs.
Opened the drawer beside my bed.
Then left.
At the time, I believed they had been searching for money.
Now I knew better.
“Daniel?”
“I want my wife and stepson protected.”
“From Luke?”
“I don’t know.”
“Luke claims he was held against his will.”
“Where?”
“He hasn’t said.”
“He recognised me.”
Her eyes narrowed.
“I noticed.”
“He’s confused.”
“He didn’t look confused.”
Before I could answer, shouting erupted inside the priest’s office.
Noah came through the doorway first.
His face was red.
“You knew!”
Hannah followed him.
“Noah, please.”
“You knew he might come back.”
“I didn’t.”
“You stopped me from going to him.”
“I was scared.”
“Of Dad?”
She did not answer.
Luke emerged behind her, escorted by an officer.
He was no longer wearing the suit jacket.
His white shirt was stained with sweat.
Noah pointed at Hannah.
“She doesn’t want me talking to him.”
“That isn’t true,” Hannah said.
Luke looked at me.
“She’s right to be afraid.”
“Of you?” I asked.
“Of the people who brought me back.”
Detective Shaw stepped between us.
“No one is leaving until we understand what happened.”
Luke smiled faintly.
“You still think I came here by choice.”
Everyone fell silent.
“What does that mean?” Hannah asked.
Luke’s eyes moved towards the coffin.
“They let me go yesterday.”
“Who did?”
“The men who kept me.”
“Why?”
“To deliver a message.”
“What message?”
He looked at Noah.
Then at Hannah.
Finally, at me.
“They said one of us has to be inside that coffin before midnight.”
The church lights went out.
In the darkness, someone grabbed my arm.
A voice whispered against my ear.
“You should have left him dead.”
When the emergency lights came on, the side door was open.
And Luke was gone.
CHAPTER THREE
Luke
They did not keep me in the same room for six years.
That would have made remembering too easy.
Every few months, they moved me.
A basement with green walls.
A shipping container that smelled of rust and seawater.
A windowless room beneath a farmhouse where I heard children playing somewhere above me.
The final place was different.
Clean sheets.
Hot water.
A television with no remote control.
They fed me properly for three weeks.
That was when I understood they were preparing me to be seen.
On Saturday night, they cut my hair, shaved my beard and gave me the suit.
One of the men tied the necktie because my hands were trembling too badly.
“You’re going home,” he said.
I had learned not to ask questions.
Questions earned pain.
Silence earned survival.
They placed a hood over my head and drove for nearly two hours.
When the vehicle stopped, someone guided me out.
I expected a gunshot.
Instead, the hood was removed.
I was standing beside the cemetery behind St Michael’s Church.
My name was printed on a sign near the entrance.
FUNERAL SERVICE FOR LUKE COLE.
For several minutes, I could not understand the words.
Then I heard bells.
People were gathering inside the church.
My funeral had begun.
The man who brought me there placed a phone in my hand.
It contained one photograph.
Hannah standing outside our old house.
Noah beside her.
Daniel behind them.
Under the photograph was a message.
Go inside. Do exactly as instructed.
I looked at the man.
“What do you want?”
He smiled.
“For you to come home.”
I knew Daniel’s face.
Age had changed him, but not enough.
I remembered the Marlowe Hotel.
The car park.
The camera above the lift.
Daniel stepping between me and a man with a gun.
He had given me enough time to hide the memory card.
Then I had been dragged into a vehicle.
For six years, I had wondered whether Daniel found it.
When I walked into the church and saw him holding Hannah’s hand, I received my answer.
He had found more than the card.
He had found my entire life.
After the lights failed, a door opened behind me.
A hand closed around the back of my neck.
“Move.”
I was pushed through the side entrance and into the cemetery.
I could have shouted.
I could have run towards the police vehicles parked outside.
But the man showed me his phone.
On the screen was a live video of Noah inside the church.
A red dot rested on the centre of my son’s chest.
“Quietly,” the man said.
I followed him.
We passed rows of weathered headstones until we reached a maintenance building near the rear wall.
He unlocked the door.
Inside, another man waited beside a metal table.
I recognised him immediately.
He had aged too.
His hair was almost entirely white.
But his voice had not changed.
“Welcome home, Luke.”
Elias Vale.
The man who had destroyed my life.
“You said you’d leave them alone.”
“I did. For six years.”
“You put Daniel near Hannah.”
“I did no such thing.”
“He’s working for you.”
Elias laughed.
“Daniel has never worked for me. He works for his conscience. It makes him remarkably predictable.”
“What do you want?”
“The card.”
“I don’t have it.”
“No. Daniel does.”
“Then ask him.”
“I have.”
The room was cold, but sweat ran beneath my shirt.
“You’re the one who identified the body.”
“I helped.”
“Who is in the coffin?”
Elias tilted his head.
“You haven’t guessed?”
“No.”
His smile disappeared.
“Your brother.”
For a moment, the room seemed to tilt.
“I don’t have a brother.”
“That is what your mother told you.”
“My mother is dead.”
“People often become more useful after death. They can no longer contradict us.”
He slid a photograph across the table.
Two boys stood beside a woman outside a small brick house.
They were perhaps four years old.
One boy was me.
The other had my face.
Not similar.
Identical.
I picked up the photograph.
My fingers began to shake.
“His name was Samuel,” Elias said. “Your mother gave him away.”
“This is fake.”
“He grew up under another name. He spent most of his life looking for you.”
“Why was he killed?”
“Because Daniel found him first.”
I looked up.
Elias watched my reaction carefully.
“You’re lying.”
“Daniel knew the remains would match your son. He knew the police would stop searching once you were declared dead.”
“No.”
“He married your wife.”
“No.”
“He raised your child.”
“Stop.”
“He buried your brother under your name.”
I struck him.
Or tried to.
The man beside the table caught my wrist and twisted it behind my back.
Pain shot through my shoulder.
Elias did not flinch.
“You’ve spent six years believing I was your enemy,” he said. “But I am the only reason you’re still alive.”
“Why bring me back?”
“Because Daniel has something that belongs to me.”
“The card.”
“Yes.”
“What’s on it?”
“The truth.”
“About what?”
“About Hannah.”
My anger disappeared.
“What about her?”
Elias took out another photograph.
This one had been captured by a security camera.
It showed Hannah entering the Marlowe Hotel six years earlier.
The timestamp was 10:47 p.m.
Two hours after she told police she last saw me at home.
I stared at it.
“That isn’t possible.”
“She was there the night you disappeared.”
“No.”
“She knew you were in danger.”
“No.”
“She knew what would happen to you.”
I grabbed the photograph.
The image was grainy, but the woman was Hannah.
She wore the grey coat I had bought her for our anniversary.
Her hair was tied back.
A leather bag hung from one shoulder.
“She came looking for me.”
Elias leaned closer.
“She came to make certain you didn’t come home.”
The door opened behind us.
One of the men entered.
“The police are searching the grounds.”
Elias stood.
“Then we should return our guest.”
“You’re letting me go?”
“For now.”
“What happens at midnight?”
His expression became calm.
“Someone pays the debt.”
“Who?”
“That depends on Daniel.”
The man pushed me towards the door.
“Wait,” I said.
Elias looked back.
“If Samuel was in the coffin, how did you get his DNA into the police system?”
“I didn’t.”
“Then who did?”
He studied me for several seconds.
“Hannah.”
CHAPTER FOUR
Hannah
The police found Luke twenty-three minutes after he disappeared.
He was sitting beside his own grave.
His hands were muddy.
There was blood on his shirt.
He claimed he remembered nothing after the lights went out.
Daniel did not believe him.
Neither did I.
Detective Shaw moved us to the police station.
They placed Luke in one interview room and Daniel in another.
Noah refused to leave his father.
I sat alone beneath fluorescent lights that made everything look colourless.
A camera watched me from the corner.
On the table was a paper cup of water I had not touched.
Detective Shaw entered carrying a folder.
She sat opposite me.
“Are you ready?”
“No.”
“Neither am I.”
She opened the folder.
Inside was a photograph of the remains before they were placed in the coffin.
I looked away.
“I’ve already seen enough.”
“You need to see this.”
“I don’t.”
“The man was wearing Luke’s wedding ring.”
My eyes returned to the photograph.
The ring was scratched and discoloured, but I recognised it.
A plain silver band with a narrow line around the centre.
Luke had removed it the week before he disappeared.
When I asked why, he said it was cutting into his finger.
I never saw it again.
“Where did you find that?”
“On the body.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“Did Luke own more than one?”
“No.”
“Could someone have taken it?”
“Anyone could have.”
“Did you?”
I looked at her.
“What are you asking?”
“Luke says you may have known he was in danger.”
“He said that?”
“He claims he left you a warning.”
My heartbeat changed.
I kept my face still.
“What warning?”
“A note.”
“What did it say?”
“I was hoping you could tell me.”
“There was no note.”
Detective Shaw watched me.
Six years earlier, she had been a junior detective assigned to the case. She was younger then, impatient and eager to believe me.
I had cried during every interview.
Some of the tears were real.
The others came because I understood that a grieving wife was less suspicious than an angry one.
“You reported Luke missing at nine thirty the following morning,” she said.
“Yes.”
“You said he left the house at approximately seven fifteen the previous evening.”
“That’s right.”
“You said you remained at home with Noah.”
“I did.”
She removed a printed photograph from the folder.
My stomach tightened before she placed it on the table.
It showed a woman entering the Marlowe Hotel.
Me.
The timestamp glowed in the corner.
10:47 p.m.
I did not touch the photograph.
“Where did you get this?”
“It was emailed to me twenty minutes ago.”
“By whom?”
“We’re tracing it.”
“It has been altered.”
“Has it?”
“Yes.”
“Were you at the Marlowe Hotel that night?”
“No.”
“Hannah.”
“I was home.”
“Your old mobile phone connected to a tower less than five hundred metres from the hotel.”
“That was never mentioned before.”
“The original record was missing from the case file.”
“Then someone added it.”
“Or someone removed it six years ago.”
I stood.
“I need to see Noah.”
“Sit down.”
“My son has just discovered his father is alive.”
“And we have just discovered his mother lied during a murder investigation.”
“I did not lie.”
“The photograph—”
“Is false.”
She stared at me.
I sat again because standing made me look afraid.
And I could not allow her to see how afraid I was.
“What was your relationship with Luke like before he disappeared?” she asked.
“Normal.”
“Happy?”
“We had problems.”
“What kind of problems?”
“Money. Work. The same things everyone argues about.”
“Was he violent?”
“No.”
“Were you?”
“No.”
“Did you believe he was having an affair?”
“I wondered.”
“Did you confront him?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“A few weeks before he vanished.”
“What did he say?”
“That I was wrong.”
“Did you believe him?”
“No.”
The truth was worse than an affair.
Luke had not been sleeping with another woman.
He had been following one.
Photographing her.
Recording her conversations.
The woman was a senior prosecutor named Catherine Vale.
I discovered hundreds of images on his laptop.
Catherine leaving court.
Catherine collecting her children from school.
Catherine entering restaurants, hotels and government buildings.
When I confronted Luke, he told me he had been hired to investigate her.
He would not say by whom.
He promised he would stop.
He did not.
Two days before he disappeared, Catherine Vale was killed in a collision on the motorway.
Police said she lost control of her vehicle.
Luke said it was murder.
Then he told me we needed to leave the city.
I refused.
I believed he was paranoid.
That was the last argument we ever had.
Detective Shaw turned another page.
“Did Luke have siblings?”
“No.”
“You’re certain?”
“Yes.”
“The DNA from the remains has been reanalysed.”
I waited.
“The body is not Luke.”
“I understand that.”
“But the genetic similarity is extremely close.”
“How close?”
“Identical.”
I stared at her.
“That’s impossible.”
“We believe the deceased was Luke’s identical twin.”
“Luke doesn’t have a twin.”
“Then someone went to considerable trouble to make sure he believed that.”
She placed a second photograph on the table.
It was an old school registration form.
Two names were printed beneath the same date of birth.
Luke Matthew Cole.
Samuel Andrew Cole.
My mouth became dry.
“I’ve never heard of Samuel.”
“We found his fingerprints in an overseas criminal database. He used several names. His most recent was David Price.”
The room went silent.
Price.
Daniel’s surname.
“That could be a coincidence,” I said.
“Possibly.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“David Price entered Australia seven years ago. He listed Daniel Price as his emergency contact.”
I pushed the photograph away.
“No.”
“Daniel knew him.”
“No.”
“Daniel may have known Luke had a twin before the remains were found.”
“He would have told me.”
“Would he?”
“Yes.”
“Did he tell you he worked at the Marlowe Hotel the night Luke disappeared?”
I stopped breathing.
Detective Shaw closed the folder.
“You married a man who was present on the last night your first husband was seen alive.”
“I didn’t know.”
“He never mentioned it?”
“No.”
“Then Daniel has been lying to you since the day you met.”
The door opened.
An officer stepped inside.
“Detective, we have a problem.”
“What?”
“The coffin has arrived at the forensic facility.”
“And?”
“It’s empty.”
Detective Shaw stood.
“What do you mean, empty?”
“The remains are gone.”
A cold sensation spread through my chest.
“Who transported it?” she asked.
“Two contracted drivers. Neither arrived with the vehicle.”
“Where are they?”
“We don’t know.”
My phone vibrated on the table.
Everyone looked at it.
An unknown number had sent me a photograph.
Noah was sitting inside a vehicle.
His hands were tied.
His eyes were closed.
Luke sat beside him, blood running down one side of his face.
Under the photograph was a message.
BRING DANIEL AND THE MEMORY CARD TO THE MARLOWE HOTEL.
A second message appeared.
MIDNIGHT. NO POLICE.
Then a third.
COME ALONE, HANNAH. YOU STARTED THIS.
Detective Shaw reached for the phone.
I snatched it away.
“What does it say?” she asked.
I looked at the clock on the wall.
It was 8:16 p.m.
Less than four hours until midnight.
Less than four hours to save my son.
And to face the truth I had hidden for six years.
Luke had not disappeared because of the investigation.
He had disappeared because of me.
CHAPTER FIVE
Daniel
Detective Shaw placed the photograph of David Price between us.
My brother’s face looked exactly like Luke Cole’s.
That was the first thing anyone noticed.
The second was that David had been smiling when the photograph was taken.
He rarely smiled during the final year of his life.
“When did you last see him?” Shaw asked.
I looked at the clock above the interview-room door.
8:19 p.m.
Hannah was somewhere inside the station.
So was Luke.
Noah should have been with one of them.
I still did not know he had been taken.
“Daniel?”
“Three months ago.”
Shaw leaned back.
“That was around the time the remains were discovered.”
“I know.”
“You didn’t think that was worth mentioning?”
“I didn’t know the body was David.”
“You knew he was Luke’s identical twin.”
“Yes.”
“You knew he was missing.”
“He disappeared often.”
“For days?”
“Sometimes.”
“For months?”
I looked at the photograph again.
David was wearing a brown jacket. His hair was shorter than Luke’s, and there was a small scar on his chin.
They had been born eleven minutes apart.
Luke first.
Samuel second.
Their mother kept Luke and gave Samuel away before leaving the hospital.
Samuel grew up in five foster homes before being adopted by Margaret and Thomas Price. They renamed him David because Margaret said Samuel sounded too religious.
I was adopted by the Prices four years later.
David was twelve.
I was eight.
He became my brother before either of us understood what brothers were supposed to be.
“He had enemies,” I said.
“Who?”
“People connected to the Marlowe Hotel.”
“Names.”
“I don’t know most of them.”
“You expect me to believe that?”
“I know Elias Vale.”
Shaw’s expression changed.
It was small, but I saw it.
“You know him?” I asked.
“I know the name.”
“From where?”
“This is my interview.”
“And Noah is my stepson.”
“Why are you mentioning Noah?”
I stared at her.
“Where is he?”
She did not answer.
My chair scraped against the floor as I stood.
“Where is Noah?”
“Sit down.”
“Where is he?”
The door opened.
A uniformed officer stepped inside and whispered something to Shaw.
The blood left her face.
“What happened?” I demanded.
She rose and moved towards the door.
I caught her arm.
“Tell me.”
She looked down at my hand until I released her.
“Noah and Luke are missing.”
The room became silent.
“What do you mean, missing?”
“They were being moved from the church grounds. The vehicle transporting them didn’t arrive.”
“You let them leave together?”
“They were escorted.”
“By whom?”
“Two officers.”
“And where are they?”
“We’re trying to establish that.”
I stepped around the table.
Shaw blocked the door.
“Move.”
“You’re not leaving.”
“My wife and son are in danger.”
“They are not your son and wife.”
The words came from the corridor.
Luke stood there.
Two officers were beside him.
His wrists were handcuffed in front of him.
There was blood on his shirt.
For one impossible second, I believed Shaw had lied.
Then I saw that the man was not Luke.
He looked like Luke.
He moved like Luke.
But the eyes were different.
Empty.
Shaw turned.
The man smiled.
“You took long enough.”
One officer grabbed him by the shoulder.
He struck the officer with the handcuffs.
The second officer reached for his weapon.
The man drove his head into the officer’s face and ran.
“Stop!”
He disappeared around the corner.
Shaw drew her gun and followed.
The first officer struggled to stand.
Blood poured from his nose.
“What the hell is happening?” I asked.
He looked up at me.
“That wasn’t Luke.”
I already knew.
The man had no scar beneath his left ear.
I stepped into the corridor.
Alarms sounded throughout the station.
Doors slammed.
Officers shouted.
Someone had entered the building wearing Luke’s face.
Or David’s.
But David was supposed to be dead.
My phone vibrated.
A message from Hannah.
They have Noah. Come to the underground car park. Bring the card. Tell no one.
I read it twice.
Then deleted it.
The officer near the interview room was trying to call for assistance.
I moved towards the stairwell.
“Sir, you can’t leave.”
I continued walking.
He reached for me.
I turned and struck him once in the stomach.
He folded against the wall.
I hated myself for it.
But there was no longer time to explain.
I ran down two flights of stairs.
The underground car park was almost empty. Fluorescent lights hummed above rows of government vehicles.
Hannah stood near the exit ramp.
Her arms were wrapped around herself.
She had removed the black coat she wore at the funeral. The sleeves of her dress were torn near one shoulder.
I ran to her.
“Are you hurt?”
“They have Noah.”
“I know.”
“And Luke.”
“No. Luke is here.”
She shook her head.
“I saw the photograph.”
“Someone came into the station pretending to be him.”
“What?”
“He looked exactly like Luke.”
“David?”
“David is dead.”
“You don’t know that.”
“The body—”
“The body is gone.”
She pressed both hands against her temples.
“They sent me a picture. Noah was tied up. Luke was beside him.”
“Then who was in the station?”
“I don’t know.”
I looked towards the ramp.
“We need to tell Shaw.”
“They said no police.”
“Kidnappers always say that.”
“They know everything, Daniel. They knew I was at the hotel six years ago. They know about the card.”
Her eyes dropped to my jacket.
“Do you have it?”
“Yes.”
“Give it to me.”
“No.”
“It’s the only thing they want.”
“It’s the only thing keeping Noah alive.”
“Then we take it to them.”
“We make a copy first.”
“I already did.”
I stared at her.
“What?”
She reached into her handbag and removed a black memory card.
My memory card.
The one I had hidden inside a sealed envelope beneath the spare tyre of my car.
“How did you get that?”
“I found it two weeks ago.”
“You searched my car?”
“Someone broke into our house. I knew they were looking for something.”
“You should have told me.”
“You should have told me you knew Luke.”
“I didn’t know him.”
“You were there the night he disappeared.”
“Yes.”
“You knew his brother.”
“Yes.”
“You married me without mentioning either of them.”
“I was trying to protect you.”
“From what?”
“From the truth.”
She laughed once.
It was a broken sound.
“The truth has already taken both my husbands and my son.”
“Hannah—”
“What is on the card?”
“I don’t know.”
She stared at me.
“You kept it for six years and never looked?”
“It was encrypted.”
“Past tense?”
“David found someone who could open part of it.”
“What did you see?”
“Names. Payments. Dates. Judges. Police officers. Politicians.”
“Murder?”
“Yes.”
Her mouth tightened.
“Catherine Vale?”
“She was on it.”
“As a victim?”
“I don’t know.”
“You’re still lying.”
“I’m telling you everything I can.”
“No. You’re telling me what you think I need.”
Police sirens sounded somewhere above us.
Hannah placed the card in my hand.
“The message said to bring you and the card to the Marlowe Hotel.”
“You’re coming with me?”
“It said I had to come alone.”
“Then why did you call me?”
“Because I’m tired of doing what they tell me.”
I closed my fingers around the card.
“We need a plan.”
“I have one.”
“What is it?”
“We go to the hotel.”
“That isn’t a plan.”
“We find Noah.”
“And then?”
She looked at me.
“Then I finally tell Luke why I left him there.”
CHAPTER SIX
Hannah
Catherine Vale called me from Luke’s phone at 9:38 on the night he disappeared.
I remember the time because Noah had just fallen asleep.
He was nine years old and frightened of storms. Rain hammered against the windows, and he had asked me to sit beside him until he stopped hearing thunder.
When the phone rang, I expected Luke.
Instead, a woman said my name.
“Hannah Cole?”
“Who is this?”
“My name is Catherine Vale. Your husband is in danger.”
I stood and closed Noah’s bedroom door.
“Where is Luke?”
“At the Marlowe Hotel.”
“What happened?”
“He took something that doesn’t belong to him.”
“What?”
“Evidence.”
My hand tightened around the phone.
Luke had been behaving strangely for months.
Secret calls.
Late nights.
Photographs of Catherine on his laptop.
When I confronted him, he claimed someone had hired him to investigate her.
“Are you the woman he’s been following?”
A pause.
“He wasn’t following me.”
“I’ve seen the photographs.”
“I asked him to take them.”
“Why?”
“Because I needed proof that I was being watched.”
“By whom?”
“My father.”
I had heard of Elias Vale.
Everyone had.
He had been a judge, a government adviser and a donor to half the charities in the city. Newspapers printed photographs of him shaking hands with prime ministers and opening hospitals.
“He believes Luke copied a file,” Catherine said.
“Did he?”
“Yes.”
“What’s on it?”
“Enough to put powerful people in prison.”
“Where is Luke now?”
“In the underground car park.”
“Is he hurt?”
“Not yet.”
The words made my knees weaken.
“Call the police.”
“The police are involved.”
“All of them?”
“Enough.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Come to the hotel.”
“Why?”
“Luke will trust you.”
“He trusts you.”
“He shouldn’t.”
The line went dead.
I left Noah with our neighbour.
I told her Luke had been in an accident.
During the drive, Catherine called again.
She instructed me to enter through the hotel’s private western entrance and take the lift to the underground level.
I did exactly as she said.
That was the first mistake.
The lift opened into a dimly lit car park.
I saw Luke immediately.
Two men had forced him against a concrete pillar.
One held a gun near his ribs.
Another searched his pockets.
Daniel stood behind the security desk.
He was younger then.
His hair was shorter, and he did not have the beard he wore now.
He saw me.
For a moment, neither of us moved.
Then Luke looked towards the lift.
“Hannah?”
One of the men turned.
That was when Daniel stepped away from the security desk.
“Let him go,” he said.
The man with the gun laughed.
“Go back to your cameras.”
Daniel did not.
Luke pushed away from the pillar.
The gunman struck him.
I screamed.
Everyone looked at me.
Luke ran.
He made it three steps before the second man caught him.
Daniel rushed forward.
The car park became chaos.
Fists.
Shouting.
A gunshot.
A car alarm.
Luke collided with Daniel and grabbed the front of his jacket.
I saw his hand slip inside it.
At the time, I did not know about the memory card.
I only knew Luke was bleeding and someone was trying to kill him.
“Run!” Luke shouted at me.
I did.
That was the second mistake.
The lift doors closed while Luke screamed my name.
I pressed the button for the lobby.
When the doors opened, Catherine was waiting.
She wore a grey coat and held an umbrella.
“Where is he?” she asked.
“They have him.”
“Did he give you the card?”
“No.”
“Are you certain?”
“Yes.”
Her expression changed.
Not fear.
Disappointment.
She moved past me towards the lift.
I grabbed her arm.
“You said you were helping him.”
“I am.”
“Then call the police.”
“There’s no one to call.”
A man approached from the lobby.
Catherine saw him and pulled me towards the service corridor.
We ran through a kitchen and exited into an alley.
A black vehicle waited beside the loading dock.
Elias Vale stood next to it.
I recognised him from television.
He was calm.
Perfectly calm.
“Catherine,” he said.
She stopped.
He looked at me.
“You must be Hannah.”
I backed away.
“Where is my husband?”
“Your husband made a foolish decision.”
“What have you done to him?”
“Nothing that cannot be repaired.”
Catherine stepped between us.
“Leave her out of this.”
“You brought her here.”
“I needed Luke to trust me.”
“And did he?”
She did not answer.
Elias looked towards the hotel.
A second gunshot sounded from below.
I tried to run back inside.
He caught my wrist.
“If you return to that car park, your son will be dead before you reach the lift.”
I stopped.
He knew about Noah.
His school.
Our neighbour.
Our house.
Everything.
“You will go home,” he said. “You will report your husband missing tomorrow morning.”
“No.”
“You will tell the police he left at seven fifteen.”
“No.”
“You will tell them your marriage was happy.”
“Where is Luke?”
“He is alive.”
“Let me see him.”
“That depends on whether you follow instructions.”
Catherine said nothing.
That was the moment I understood she had never called me to save Luke.
She called me because Luke would hesitate if he saw me.
I had been bait.
Elias released my wrist.
“Your husband left you a note in the kitchen.”
I stared at him.
“How do you know that?”
“Burn it.”
“What does it say?”
“You will understand when you read it.”
He opened the car door.
Catherine finally looked at me.
“I’m sorry.”
I hated her more than I hated him.
I went home.
The note was beneath a coffee cup on the kitchen bench.
If I ever come home, take Noah and run.
I burned it.
Then I waited until morning and reported Luke missing.
For six years, I obeyed Elias Vale because I believed obedience kept Noah alive.
Now Noah had been taken anyway.
Daniel drove towards the Marlowe Hotel.
The building had closed four years earlier after a fire damaged the upper floors. The company that owned it entered liquidation, and redevelopment plans had stalled.
Its dark shape rose ahead of us.
“You should have told the police,” Daniel said.
“I thought they were involved.”
“Some of them probably were.”
“Catherine set Luke up.”
“You don’t know that.”
“She used me.”
“She may have been scared.”
“She stood beside her father while he threatened my son.”
“David believed she was trying to expose Elias.”
“David didn’t see what I saw.”
Daniel slowed near the hotel.
Police vehicles passed in the opposite direction.
Their lights flashed, but their sirens were silent.
“Keep driving,” I said.
Daniel turned onto a side road.
“What exactly did David tell you?”
“He found me one year after Luke disappeared.”
“How?”
“He remembered my face from the hotel footage.”
“I thought the footage was erased.”
“He had a copy.”
“Why?”
“Luke sent it to him.”
“Luke knew David?”
“Not until shortly before he disappeared.”
I turned towards him.
“Luke found his brother?”
“David found Luke.”
“And neither of them told me.”
“They had met only twice.”
“Why did David contact you?”
“He wanted the card.”
“Did you give it to him?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“I didn’t trust him.”
“He was your brother.”
“He had become obsessed.”
“With finding Luke?”
“With proving Elias killed Catherine.”
“Catherine was already dead?”
“Her car went over the barrier the next morning.”
I remembered the news report.
The blackened vehicle.
The photographs of flowers outside the courthouse.
“She was alive when I saw her.”
“She died six hours later.”
“And David believed Elias killed her?”
“Yes.”
“What did you believe?”
“That Catherine knew the car was going to crash.”
I looked at him.
“What does that mean?”
“The body inside the vehicle was never formally identified by her family.”
“Her father identified her.”
“Elias claimed he did.”
“You think she survived?”
“David did.”
The hotel appeared at the end of the street.
Most of the windows were boarded.
A single light glowed near the old underground entrance.
Daniel parked behind an abandoned warehouse.
He reached beneath his seat and removed a small pistol.
I stared at it.
“You own a gun?”
“It belonged to David.”
“Is that legal?”
“No.”
“Can you use it?”
“Yes.”
He handed me a second item.
A small earpiece.
“What is this?”
“I called Shaw before leaving the station.”
“You told her?”
“I left the call connected.”
“You said no police.”
“I said we needed a plan.”
I put the earpiece in.
There was only static.
“Can they hear us?”
“I don’t know.”
Daniel climbed out of the car.
I followed.
The air smelled of wet concrete and smoke.
We crossed the road.
Near the hotel entrance, Daniel stopped.
“What?”
“There should be someone watching.”
“Maybe there is.”
“No. They want us to go inside.”
He pointed towards the ground.
A trail of blood led beneath the raised security gate.
I ducked under it.
Daniel caught my arm.
“Hannah.”
“My son is in there.”
“I know.”
“No, you don’t.”
His grip loosened.
I entered the hotel.
A speaker crackled somewhere in the darkness.
Then Luke’s voice filled the car park.
“Hannah, don’t come any closer.”
I stopped.
“Luke?”
“Take the card and leave.”
“Where is Noah?”
“He’s alive.”
“Let me see him.”
“Do what I’m telling you.”
Six years disappeared.
For one moment, he sounded like the husband I remembered.
Then another voice came through the speaker.
Elias Vale.
“Welcome back, Hannah.”
Lights flickered on one by one.
A chair stood in the centre of the car park.
Noah was tied to it.
His head hung forward.
Luke knelt behind him with a gun pressed against his neck.
And standing beside Elias was a man with Luke’s face.
The same man who had entered the police station.
He smiled at Daniel.
“Hello, brother.”
CHAPTER SEVEN
Noah
The first thing Dad said to me inside the van was that he had not left us.
I wanted to believe him.
I also wanted to hit him.
For six years, I had imagined what I would say if he came back.
Sometimes I screamed.
Sometimes I refused to speak to him.
Sometimes I made him beg.
But when he sat beside me in the van, with blood running down his cheek and plastic ties around his wrists, I felt nine years old again.
“Are you real?” I asked.
He looked at me.
“I think so.”
“That isn’t funny.”
“No.”
“Where were you?”
“I was held somewhere.”
“For six years?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because I saw something.”
“What?”
“People doing bad things.”
“You could have called.”
“They didn’t let me.”
“You could have escaped.”
“I tried.”
“How many times?”
He looked away.
I hated that answer more than any number he could have given me.
The vehicle moved through traffic.
The rear windows had been painted black.
Two men sat in front.
One drove.
The other held a gun on his lap.
Dad leaned closer.
“You need to listen carefully.”
“I’m listening.”
“When they take us out, stay near me.”
“Why?”
“If I tell you to run, don’t argue.”
“I’m not leaving you.”
“You are.”
“You already left me once.”
His face tightened.
“I didn’t.”
“You were gone.”
“That isn’t the same thing.”
“It felt the same.”
He closed his eyes.
For a moment, I thought I had hurt him.
I wanted to.
Then I felt guilty.
That made me angrier.
“Does Mum know what happened?” I asked.
“Yes.”
The answer came too quickly.
“How much?”
“Enough to be afraid.”
“Of you?”
“Of the people who took me.”
“She stopped me from hugging you.”
“She was protecting you.”
“From my own father?”
“From everyone.”
“What about Daniel?”
Dad’s expression changed.
“What about him?”
“He’s my stepdad.”
“I know.”
“He’s good to Mum.”
Dad looked towards the front of the van.
“He was at the hotel the night I disappeared.”
“Mum said you went out and never came back.”
“She lied.”
I shook my head.
“No.”
“She had a reason.”
“What reason?”
“To keep you alive.”
The man in the passenger seat turned.
“Quiet.”
Dad lowered his voice.
“Do you have your phone?”
“They took it.”
“Anything in your pockets?”
I felt the small metal object hidden inside my sleeve.
Dad had pushed it into my hand when the men forced us into the van.
It was a key.
“No,” I said.
“Good.”
The man watched us for another second, then turned around.
Dad leaned towards me.
“Keep it hidden.”
“What does it open?”
“A locker.”
“Where?”
“The hotel.”
“How do you know we’re going there?”
“Because everything began there.”
The van slowed.
We passed over rough ground.
“Your mother may come,” Dad said.
“Why?”
“They want something from Daniel.”
“The memory card?”
I stared at him.
“How do you know about that?”
“They talked when they thought I was unconscious.”
“What’s on it?”
“Something people are willing to kill for.”
“Does Daniel have it?”
“Yes.”
“Then he’ll bring it.”
Dad looked at me.
“He may not.”
“He will.”
“You trust him?”
“Yes.”
“More than me?”
I did not answer.
The van stopped.
The rear doors opened.
A man wearing a black mask dragged Dad out.
The other pulled me by my shirt.
We were inside an underground car park.
I recognised it from old photographs of the Marlowe Hotel.
Mum once told me she and Dad stayed there after their wedding.
The man pushed me towards a chair.
Someone tied my ankles and wrists.
Dad was forced onto his knees.
Elias Vale stood near a concrete pillar.
I knew him from the news.
He looked older in person.
Smaller.
The man who had been driving removed his jacket.
Then he removed a rubber mask from his face.
I stopped breathing.
He looked exactly like Dad.
His face was a little fuller, and he had no scar beneath his ear, but he could have been Dad’s reflection.
Dad stared at him.
“Samuel?”
The man smiled.
“No one has called me that in a long time.”
“You’re alive.”
“That appears to upset you.”
“They said you were dead.”
“Who?”
“Elias.”
Samuel looked at Elias.
“You told him I was dead?”
“I told him a body had been placed inside the coffin.”
“You said it was mine.”
“You assumed.”
Dad tried to stand.
The masked man forced him down again.
“Who was in the coffin?” Dad asked.
Samuel crouched in front of him.
“A man who spent six years pretending to be you.”
“What?”
“They needed a body with our DNA.”
“You helped them?”
“For a while.”
“Why?”
“Because I wanted to find you.”
“You found me.”
“Yes.”
“And you left me there.”
Samuel’s smile disappeared.
“You had the life I was supposed to have.”
Dad stared at him.
“A wife. A son. A mother who kept you.”
“You think I chose that?”
“I think you never looked for me.”
“I didn’t know you existed.”
“Exactly.”
Samuel stood.
He looked at me.
“This is my nephew.”
Dad moved between us as far as the man behind him allowed.
“Don’t touch him.”
“I have no intention of hurting him.”
“You kidnapped him.”
“I needed Hannah to cooperate.”
“My mother will come,” I said.
Samuel’s eyes moved to me.
“You sound very sure.”
“She always comes.”
Dad closed his eyes.
I knew I had said something wrong.
Elias checked his watch.
“Daniel will bring the card.”
Samuel looked towards the entrance.
“He had better.”
“What happens after that?” Dad asked.
“You go home,” Elias said.
“All of us?”
“If the card is genuine.”
“And if it isn’t?”
Elias looked at me.
Dad lunged towards him.
The man behind Dad struck him with the gun.
Dad fell.
“Stop!” I shouted.
I pulled against the ropes until they cut into my wrists.
Dad rolled onto his side.
Blood spread beneath his hair.
Samuel watched him.
There was something in his face I could not understand.
Anger.
Pain.
Jealousy.
Maybe all three.
He stepped towards Dad.
For a moment, I thought he would help him.
Instead, he whispered, “She chose you.”
Dad looked up.
“Who?”
“Our mother.”
“She was sixteen.”
“She kept you.”
“She was a child.”
“She abandoned me.”
“She was forced.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Neither do you.”
Samuel kicked him.
I screamed.
Elias grabbed Samuel’s shoulder.
“That is enough.”
Samuel pulled away.
“You don’t give me orders.”
“I gave you your brother.”
“You kept him from me.”
“I kept him alive.”
“For what?”
“For tonight.”
The speakers above us crackled.
Elias smiled.
“They’re here.”
Samuel moved towards the shadows.
The ropes around my right wrist had loosened.
While everyone looked towards the entrance, I slipped my hand free.
Dad saw.
He did not react.
I kept my arm behind the chair.
A light appeared at the far end of the car park.
Mum stepped into view.
Daniel was behind her.
He carried a small black pistol.
Elias raised his hands.
“Careful.”
Daniel aimed at him.
“Let them go.”
Samuel emerged from the darkness.
Daniel’s gun moved towards him.
His face changed.
“David?”
Samuel smiled.
“You look disappointed.”
“I buried you.”
“No. You buried someone else.”
“Who?”
“The man you killed.”
Daniel lowered the gun slightly.
That was all the masked man
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