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YOUR PAST DOES NOT define you. It prepares you.

Everyone has a past. 

But not everyone has a past like mine.
I’ve left the life I lived before behind. Started over in Kingston—a small town with a big heart. Nothing like the cold, hard city that I’d called my home before. 

But to begin again, I had to piss off some dangerous people.
And now, she is here, too. Sarah. Intrepid new reporter at the Kingston Press, and the hottest thing on two legs that’s ever walked through this town. She’s set her sights on me and the past I’ve been running from all this time. 

They say lies are just a temporary delay of the inevitable. If she finds out the truth... 

Everything could come tumbling down—and she could be caught in the middle of it. 
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MY HANDS WERE SHAKING as I looped the knot around the bag and tied it shut, closing off the eye that peered in on the stack of cash that I had just stolen.

My hands never shook before. Well, they had when I started all of this, back before I had known just what I was doing—back when I felt like every move I made was the wrong one, back when I was sure that I’d turn a corner to find the worst of bad news looking at me from the other end of a gun. 

But these days? I had no reason to let them shake. I was better than anyone else in the game, and I knew it. Everyone else did, too—everyone knew clear as day that there was no point in trying to throw down with me, or Joe in general, because they’d have to deal with the mess that I left behind when it was over. 

That was how I liked it. Stay in charge, stay in control, don’t let a chink of light through to cast a glow on how all of this really made me feel. I was doing it for a reason, for my family—for Mom and for Luke. I wouldn’t have gotten involved in this world if I thought that there was any other way to guarantee their safety and their happiness. I had to make some sacrifices to be sure that they never would. And I could live with that.

Or at least, I had been able to. Before she had died. Before my whole world had come tumbling down.

My mother was the reason that I had gotten into this in the first place. She had never known the details of what I’d done, and I’d liked it that way—the less she knew, the better for her and for me. I was certain that she would have dragged me out by my hair if she’d discovered the truth, and it was just better for her to stay ignorant. Besides, what other choice did we have? I was older than Luke, and someone needed to step up to pay the bills. 

I could remember staring at the crack in the ceiling of my bedroom, watching the water drip through from the apartment upstairs and knowing that I couldn’t keep living like this. I couldn’t put them through living like this, either—I needed to do something, anything, to change the mess that we were stuck in right now. 

And so I did.

I never thought that it would get as serious as this. In all the time that I had been growing up, my mother had instilled morals in both of us—family first, then everything else. That was the excuse that I used for myself whenever I found myself doubting what I was doing—it was for my family. And family came first. Right? No matter how many times I felt like I was letting them down doing everything that I did.

Eventually, though, the guilt started to dull. It had to, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to succeed the way I had. I had started off low-level, running drugs, a go-between for clients too big to be seen on the streets themselves. Yeah, I had to deal with a few scraps here and there, but nobody really got hurt. The worst I had to deal with was a cut above my eye which I told my mother was from tripping up a step at school.

Not that I had attended my high school in a while. I had been making too much money working, and I had to admit, I got a little addicted to it. Not just to the cash, though for sure it made our lives one whole hell of a lot easier. My mother started asking questions about where it came from, but I was quick to deflect her. She didn’t need to know. She didn’t need to worry about that. I just wanted her to stay focused on getting what she needed, and then we could take it from there.

By the time I was eighteen, I was already working full-time for a few low-level thugs who were paying the bills for me, and then some. My brother was young enough that he didn’t really understand everything that I was doing, and that was the way that I wanted to keep it. I knew that he would find out eventually, but I was worried that he might find himself drawn into the same lifestyle. I wanted something better for him. Because deep down, I knew that the life that I was living wasn’t much for anyone in the long-term. 

And then my mom got sick.

Really sick. Cancer sick. She had been pushing herself so hard for so long that when it hit her, it hit her so hard that it took her off her feet. She assured me that she was going to be fine with the meager health insurance that her office job provided, but I went back out on the street, working overtime to make sure that she had the very best care that she could. Back then, I was sure that she was going to beat it—I just couldn’t approach it any other way. The thought of losing her was too alien to me, too impossible. She would always be around, we would always be part of that family unit together, and we would always find a way to navigate around the problems that arose when they turned up. As long as we were all together, that was all that mattered, right?

Of course, life doesn’t play games like that. No matter how many promises you make to the universe, it’s always going to take something from you when you’re least expecting it.

She had been doing better for a while—more energy, getting up and moving around the way she used to, and I had started to lull myself into a sense of security about the whole thing. Yes, she could make it. She could survive. Luke and she and I would be able to look back on this and thank everything we had that she had come out the other side in one piece...

And then, of course, she was gone.

It happened so fast that I had hardly had time to wrap my head around it, let alone prepare Luke for the shock of losing our mother. I could still remember standing there at her funeral, feeling numb, wondering if this was ever going to change. Would I ever let myself feel something again? I didn’t know if I could. I didn’t know if I wanted to. If all I could feel was the pain of her loss, of having to live without her....

All the work that I had done hadn’t been enough to save her. And suddenly, the gloss was coming off everything that I had done. I had worked for Joe for years at that point, one of the biggest names in the city, and I had been sure that he would keep me on his payroll for the rest of my life—I could take care of shit that needed to be taken care of quickly and without much fuss, and I knew he valued that about me. It might not have been what I had imagined for myself when I was young, but it was enough.

Or at least, it had been. Before I had lost her. 

And then I started to doubt it. To look at the life that I had been living and question it. I was the only family that Luke had now, and he was getting old enough to understand what I was doing. He would start to be drawn into this life, and I couldn’t allow that. Not just for his sake—but for hers. My mother’s.

It had all come boiling over in me earlier that evening. I had been in a meeting with Joe, in the mansion that he called home, and I had been listening to him talk about taking out one of his rivals like it was the most natural thing in the world. This was a man who had kids, a family, a life—and he was going to snuff him off the face of the Earth like none of it mattered. 

I needed to get out. Now. While the certainty was still fresh in my brain. I knew where he kept the cash, and I slipped into the room under cover of night, when I knew that the rest of the staff would be asleep. They all trusted me, anyway. But after this, I knew that I was never going to be allowed back into this fold.

I managed to grab some cash. No idea how much it was. Hopefully, he wouldn’t notice for a while that it was missing, and by the time he did, I would have had time to get far from here. I stuffed it into the bag, tied it tight, and texted Luke to let him know that he was to meet me outside the apartment building. I didn’t tell him why. The less he knew, the better. 

My heart was pounding as I headed to my car—no, couldn’t take that, too obvious. I had to take a different one. I looked around and spotted one of Joe’s beat-up old muscle cars—it would do for now, as long as it took to get away from here. I dropped the bag to the ground and opened the door, then hotwired it, pressing the split wires together until they sparked to life and the engine purred into action below me. I slipped into the front seat, tossed the money in the back, and tore off to the back of the mansion, where I knew the gate would be open so I could hit the open road before anyone noticed that I was gone. 

I could feel the house staring at me as I drove—in the mirror, I looked back to see the dark windows gaping like a cavernous face, eyes and an open mouth ready to swallow me whole if I didn’t drive fast enough. I put my foot down on the pedal and focused my gaze on the road in front of me. Get the fuck out of here. Don’t look back...

I kept driving, glancing in the rearview mirror, waiting for the glow of headlights behind me. Someone to notice that I was gone, someone coming after me to remind me that my life was back there, whether I wanted it or not. I just had to get to Luke and get us both out of here, then I would dump this car and this life and get out for good. 

The roads were quiet, but my mind was racing with thoughts. I was going to get killed for this. If they caught me, if they ever found me, Joe would finish me off for this betrayal. He didn’t look kindly on those who let him down, and I had just undercut his trust in the worst way that I possibly could.

But I couldn’t keep working for a man who made my guts twist up the way he did. I couldn’t keep doing a job that I knew would have killed my mother all over again if she had found out about it. I didn’t care how much it took—I needed to get out of there once and for all. I needed to start over. And I was finally ready to do just that.

No matter what it took. I kept my eyes on the road and drove fast into the dark of that long night.
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AS I STOOD OUTSIDE the Kingston Press building, that old place made of red brick and hard work, I wondered if this could really be happening.

I had dreamed of working here for as long as I could remember. I couldn’t count the number of times that I had taken a little diversion when I was coming home after school just to walk past here, to linger outside in the hopes that one of the journalists within might need someone to grab coffee for them or something. I had always known that this was the home of the job of my dreams—but that didn’t mean that I actually believed that I was ever going to work here.

When I had come back to Kingston after studying in the city for a few years, a lot of my classmates had told me that I was crazy. That there was better and more consistent work the farther you got away from my hometown. They had a point, for sure—I was certain that there were websites out there that would have had me churn out list articles about the best doughnuts in downtown Chicago or something, but that had never been my bag. It worked for some people—more power to them—but when I studied journalism, I did it because I wanted to break a story that would change the world.

Or at least Kingston. I had grown up in this historical little town just outside of New
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