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Chapter 1: The House
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Leo stood at the gate and stared at the house. The same potted geraniums. The same porch swing that creaked in the wind. The same welcome mat that promised warmth to anyone who did not know what lived behind the front door.

He remembered the dark years—anxiety that never slept, fear that settled into his bones, the way the other children learned to hold their breath in the hallway. Slowly, he climbed the steps and knocked.

The door opened almost at once. Elana’s smile appeared first—practised, bright—followed by the familiar, measuring look in her eyes.

He cleared his throat. “I was in the neighbourhood,” Leo said. “I just... couldn’t stay away from the place where I grew up.”

Elana tilted her head as if considering a child who had tracked mud onto the carpet. “Leo,” she said softly. “You finally learned how to knock. Come in—let’s see if you’ve learned how to behave, too.”

As she stepped back to let him in, her hospitality was a performance. Behind her smile, she was already thinking: Where did I keep his old files? And—more urgently—how much damage can he do to what I’m building now?

Leo followed her down the passage, fighting the urge to turn and run. The wallpaper was new, but he knew what lay beneath it—the old wood, and the fine scratches his fingernails had carved into it when he was small and desperate. Even now, the air carried her scent: starch, perfume, and something sharp underneath, like metal.

In the kitchen, his pulse hammered. “I can’t stay,” he said too quickly. “I need to get back to the office.” He edged toward the door, overwhelmed by the familiar geometry of the room—every corner a memory.

Elana’s tone stayed pleasant. “What a pity. I would have loved to hear all about your life.” She paused just long enough for the hook to sink in. “Join me and the children for dinner on Wednesday. Six o’clock.”

“Yes,” Leo heard himself say. “That’s fine. I’ll be here.” He forced a thin smile, then left as quickly as he could without running.
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Chapter 2: Return
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Back at his flat, nausea rolled through him in waves. He kept tasting the house in the back of his throat. But he also knew why he had come. He wasn’t there for revenge—not only. He was there to save a version of his younger self. The thought of new children living under Elana’s control hardened his resolve.
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Chapter 3: Dinner
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Wednesday came too fast. Leo dreaded the dinner, but he went anyway—because dread was useless without proof. Before he got out of the car, he opened a notes app and wrote down the time, the address, and every detail he could remember from his own case file. Then he slipped his phone into his pocket with the voice recorder ready, just in case.

Inside, Elana introduced him to three foster children in her care. She performed the “perfect mother” role flawlessly—warm laugh, gentle touch on a shoulder, compliments delivered like treats. Leo watched the children watch her. He recognised the calculation in their stillness. Elana hadn’t changed; she had only become better at hiding the evidence.

Dinner was beautifully prepared—far better than anything he remembered from childhood. They sat down, and Leo noticed how quiet the children were. Not shy-quiet. Trained-quiet. He could almost feel the threat that hung over the table: Say the wrong thing, and you’ll pay for it later.

Elana kept the conversation light, asking about his work, his love life, his plans—questions dressed up as concern but built to find weak spots. Leo answered vaguely. He wasn’t there to reconnect; he was there to notice what other people missed. And before the meal was over, he saw it: one child who flinched a beat too late, who tried too hard to be invisible. The one who would be singled out for “special treatment.”

Then it happened—Elana’s heavy ring clicked against the glass tabletop. A small sound, almost nothing. Leo’s stomach tightened. He remembered that signal from years ago: a warning delivered without words, promising that punishment was coming.

Elana never raised her voice. She didn’t have to. When the children finished eating, she smiled and sent them to their rooms. “I’ll check on you later,” she said, sweet as syrup. When they were gone, the kitchen seemed to shrink.

Alone with him, Elana’s smile thinned. “So,” she said, as if they were discussing weather, “why did you come back, Leo?”

Leo kept his voice steady. “Do you still make them sit in the dark if they speak during dinner, Elana?”

“Do you still make children pretend to be a ‘perfect family’ for social workers,” he continued, “while they’re starving and overworked behind closed doors?”

He swallowed. “And Sara,” he said. “The girl you told everyone ran away. We both know that wasn’t true.”

Elana leaned closer and tucked a stray hair behind his ear—the old gesture, intimate as a threat. “You always were the difficult one,” she murmured. “But look at you now—grown up.” Her eyes stayed calm. “It’s a shame you forgot the most important rule. I always know where my children are hiding.”

Leo felt heat rise in his chest, but he didn’t give it to her. “Do you feel anything at all about what you did?” he asked. “Anything that looks like remorse?”

Elana
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