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      The bigger they are, the harder they fall.

      I hate that stupid saying, but sometimes it’s the only one that fits—poetic justice, in a sense. My father used to be a monolithic figure in this city, a giant in his own right. But then he fell pretty damn hard, inspiring a million cliched headlines.

      Ex-Judge Under Fire.

      Racial Bias Suspected in Overturned Murder Conviction.

      Today’s doozy read: Killer Vindicated?

      Some asshole brought a stack of the latest tabloids to the office and left them in the damn boardroom. To provoke me? Torment me? No matter the reason, any other day, I’d do the daughterly thing and burn them all.

      Unfortunately, it’s already pushing midnight, and I was able to sequester myself in my office only a few minutes ago. Locked behind the frosted glass door, the fake smile I’ve been sporting for hours falls flat.

      Tonight, my father’s drama has to take a backseat for once. What was that line he always spouted?

      A man is only as strong as the cracks in his mask.

      He loved uttering that one from the bench more than any other saying. As one of the harshest judges in the state, he excelled at peeling back the façades of those in his courtroom and revealing the monsters lurking underneath: Criminal. Liar. Sociopath.

      Until now.

      Overnight, he’s gone from hero to hypocrite and his advice doesn’t feel so warranted anymore. Some people wear masks for a fucking reason.

      Mainly to hide behind.

      Nerves creep down my spine as I finally feel along the wall for the light switch while looking everywhere but at my desk. Alone, I can’t suppress what is so easy to hide around a room full of analysts hanging on my every word. None of them suspected what this day truly means to me—at least apart from the “I’m a workaholic” cliché.

      How had Sharla from accounting put it? “You must be the only woman in the world who loves when stuffy meetings derail her birthday plans, Ms. Thorne. Like, seriously.”

      She had a point. The date on the calendar is an ominous reminder: I can’t avoid my present forever.

      Happy birthday to you.

      That awful tune echoes in my mind as I face my desk and spot the beautiful gift someone left beside my computer monitor. A rectangular box wrapped in black paper and topped with an ebony bow.

      I know that security footage or the guard downstairs will refute the suspicion that anyone came into my office while I was gone, but there is no erasing his presence. My nostrils flare, catching the familiar scent of sweat and cologne, and a grim sense of nostalgia washes over me.

      Happy birthday to you.

      I flatten my hand against my hip to stop from reaching for the phone. No. I don’t need to call my therapist tonight. I’m a big girl. According to that fucking book she made me read, “mentally healthy” people can find the positive in any situation. Think happy thoughts and such.

      Like, there will only be ten death threats waiting on my office voicemail once I gather the nerve to check. There’s a positive. Score one for optimism.

      You and your whole racist family can go fuck yourselves.

      I hope you get raped like that Borgetta whore, you bitch.

      I’m sure they’d love your daddy in prison.

      The insults serve as a fitting soundtrack as I unwrap my present. Surprise. Like every year, I’ve received a bottle of vintage wine—but it’s the thought that counts. Keeping in the spirit of optimism, I choke down my customary sip. Three years of receiving the same brand and I’ll never get over the bitter taste. Or the name of the vintage, printed in red on a black label: Enduring Tradition.

      I continue to sip as I run my fingers over the ebony business card the bottle came with—but I wait until my breathing steadies before flipping the card over. White font forms a simple message:

      To another year. — Simon

      My hand shakes as I pour more wine into a two-dollar mug scavenged from a drawer. It has a smiley face on the front, beneath the headline: You’re never lonely with a…

      I contort my mouth while eyeing my reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows across from my desk. The woman staring back at me looks regal in her black Versace cocktail dress—a congratulatory present to myself that I now regret. The wine is worth more.

      Adding insult to injury, I look exhausted despite the smile. Nothing like the beaming, prize-winning marketer gazing from the framed photo behind me. To be fair, she’s a creation achievable only with the finest coating of makeup and tweaking in photoshop. Juliana Thorne is her name, and I barely know her.

      A paragraph-long blurb on the company’s website reveals all anyone needs to understand anyway. Selling lies is her one talent, and her résumé is the only interesting thing about her—that and her coveted last name.

      Sighing, I set my mug aside. I’ve wasted enough time. Simon needs his answer after all.

      I open another drawer and withdraw a blank postcard before grabbing a pen from the neat row beside my keyboard.

      I’m fine. To prove it, I inhale deeply and drag the nib of a pen across the page. It only shakes twice. To another year, I write as neatly as I can.

      With that, the celebration commences. I swipe my desk clean and tuck the postcard into the pocket of the black coat hanging on a hook behind my office door. Then I sling it over my arm and step out into the hallway that attaches my office to the main suite.

      I’m the only one left behind, as per usual. The janitor already switched the lights off, saving me the trouble of having to lock up. So I toss my postcard, addressed only by name, into the outgoing mailbag and then take the elevator to the main lobby. Gus, the security guard, is lounging against his podium, flicking through a skin mag. He looks up at me and winks as I slip past him.

      “Happy birthday, girlie,” he says. Then he frowns. “Everything all right, Ms. Thorne?”

      “Everything’s fine.”

      “Good. I hope you aren’t paying attention to the news, either. We all know that beaner got what he deserved. He killed that girl. Your father just had the guts to prosecute. It’s not his fault he offed himself, is it?”

      When I don’t reply, he continues. “I mean, a man like your dad can’t have an evil bone in his body, taking in a traumatized little girl out of the goodness of his heart—”

      “Goodnight, Gus!” I force a smile before leaving the building, forsaking the heat for the frigid night air.

      Outside, my grin falls flat as that mental tune starts up again, building in time with my surging heartbeat. There isn’t enough room in my skull to care about my father’s legal issues and the narrative being spun around him.

      Happy birthday to you… Happy birthday to you.

      I grit my teeth to refocus. A town car is already waiting for me out front. The driver appears by my side to usher me inside, and I’m left with only a blurred view of the city to distract me.

      That and the chatter of a radio station coincidentally discussing the one topic that seems to be the talk of the town.

      “That judge should be stripped of his title,” a presenter says. “They only convicted the kid because he was an immigrant—”

      “Not just any immigrant though,” someone interrupts. “That ‘kid’ came from a family that isn’t exactly innocent. Say what you will, but the Villas have their fingers in some shady stuff. Everyone knows it. But hell, if I wind up in a river tomorrow, we know why—”

      “Could you turn that down?” I ask the driver, who complies.

      But as silence falls, I quickly realize my mistake when my thoughts turn to what I know is waiting for me at the end of this short trip.

      Simon always sends two presents. One goes to the office, which I’ll have to open in a public setting. The second comes to my home address—which he manages to find despite how many hotels, motels, or high-rise condos I’ve rented, booked, or hidden in. The past three years, I’ve stopped trying to evade him and maintained the same sublet penthouse of a luxury hotel in the heart of downtown. It boasts the highest standard of security around, with cameras in all the halls and guards on twenty-four-hour patrols. I even paid extra for a private floor.

      Regardless, like every year, I find a neatly wrapped box waiting before my door.

      I stoop for it and unlock my door, knowing that, just like at my office, the guard down below will deny letting anyone up and a review of the cameras will show nothing. After so many years, the fear gripping my chest has become reflexive at this point.

      Morbid tradition.

      After stepping inside the suite, I cross the foyer and head straight for my bedroom, switching on every light I pass. The gift under my arm feels more familiar than the modern apartment with its open floorplan and gray color scheme. In a sick way, he became my fixture, Simon. No matter what, I could always count on him.

      We will always play our game.

      Tonight, I set the gift on the edge of my bed and fish a bottle of wine from under the mattress first. My toes curl shamefully. Coward. This brand is cheaper than the stuff he sent me and burns going down. I chug right from the bottle until my stomach aches and the world spins around me, a merry-go-round of monochrome. Only now do I sink to the floor and wrestle the gift onto my lap.

      Happy, happy birthday.

      He chose red wrapping paper, like always. Her favorite color. I run my fingers over the surface of it. Malicious intent lingers in the neatly folded corners and carefully applied pieces of tape. He selected the color of the bow, too. It’s a deep, rich shade of purple. My favorite.

      Details like that mattered to children the most. A favorite color, betrayed by a shirt or backpack, could spark a friendship over lunch with few words spoken. It was a craft you could hone to a T if you knew what to look for. The loner girl lurking around the edges, shuffling her brand-new shoes in the hopes they’d be noticed by someone. Anyone.

      A good monster could prey on that weakness and turn anxiety into trust. I used to excel at it.

      Enough reminiscing. A forced exhale can’t ease the tension seizing my lungs as I unwind the ribbon and lift the lid.

      Swaths of white tissue paper shield the objects inside. The first is a newspaper clipping. Local Girl Missing proclaims the headline. In the body of the article, the writer went straight to the point. Seven-year-old Leslie Matoda disappeared shortly after four p.m. on October 28th…

      I stop reading. The article slips from my fingers and the wine bottle replaces it. Two hard pulls and the resulting dizziness almost erase the guilt searing a hole through my stomach. Almost. Squeezing my eyes shut can’t block out the memories, however.

      Naked trees formed a silent audience as he placed the knife to her throat.

      “Now remember,” he warned. “Simon says play…”

      I gulp down more red liquid. Less clarity. Dizzy. Dizzier. It’s no use. Terror crawls up my throat like bile until my mouth opens and only noise comes out. High-pitched and broken.

      Damn it.

      I’m not breaking. I’m practicing. My therapist is a fan of therapeutic screaming. “Try it into your pillow,” she likes to suggest every other session. “I think you’ll benefit from a cathartic release, Juliana.”

      Bullshit. Screaming couldn’t help me then and it doesn’t help me now. Not when smothered into my white duvet or muffled behind my hands. Crying doesn’t, either. Or shouting.

      It’s only when I stumble into the bathroom and plow my fist into the mirror—sending glass shattering over the sink—that I finally feel something. Icy numbness followed by burning, stinging pain as drops of ruby-red moisture splatter my white color scheme.

      But it’s not punishment enough.

      I slam my bleeding, aching hands onto the counters so hard they throb. Bruise. I kick dents into the cabinet doors and rip the gray shower curtain from the rail. It’s still not enough.

      It never is.

      Neither is reentering my bedroom, yanking all the beautiful, expensive clothing from my closet, and tossing the pieces onto the floor. Or shoving my mattress from the frame. Breaking glass. Throwing objects. Smashing. Destroying. Obliterating.

      I run out of steam near the foyer and only have enough energy left to topple the glass grandfather clock that guards the entrance to my suite. With a monstrous roar, it smashes to pieces, much like everything else in my life at the moment.

      Happy birthday to me…

      And many more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 2]
        

      

      I never get drunk. What in college was a fun quirk now feels like a curse. Or perhaps a biological defect inherited from my birth father. The man couldn’t bother to remember my birthday, but he gave me a gift that keeps on giving: I can drink to my heart’s content without ever blacking out. It helps that my stash of wine makes for a delicious diversion while providing no reprieve from the horrors I desperately seek escape from.

      As Daddy would call it, quite the conundrum.

      If only I weren’t too much of a coward to move on to another vice. I’d give anything to finally utilize the prescription the new therapist wrote weeks ago, shoved inside my nightstand drawer. Maybe peace lurks within a different bottle? Bite-sized calm at a grand a pop?

      As it stands now, I have nothing but five lamps in this room alone, turned to their highest settings, to combat the dark.

      Thunderstorms worsen the onslaught of flashbacks. Like the storm I sense now, rumbling in the distance. The air is too still. Ebony clouds swirl along the horizon before the stillness breaks with a monstrous roar of thunder.

      The taste of copper burned my tongue. I couldn’t spit it out. He was behind me, prowling over the underbrush like a living shadow, impossible to outrun.

      Guttural and low, his voice chased me. “Come out, come out, Juliana...”

      Wait. A girlish bit of laughter doesn’t belong in this memory. The images of the forest fade and I’m in my apartment again, gasping for air.

      Despite this being a private, residential floor, the odd intruder isn’t too uncommon. Most people wonder what it’s like to live here in the Lariat Hotel, in the proverbial lap of luxury.

      All they have to do is ask me and I’d tell them.

      It’s a charming, gilded prison.

      The voices, one male and the other a giggling woman, draw me from my fetal position. I leave bloody streaks as I cling to the wall for balance and look out through the peephole. Two intruders wander the hall, both wearing cheaply made party clothes. I have toilet paper worth more than this girl’s dress. Soft, bright pink, no expert tailoring in sight.

      Her voice, breathy and high-pitched, sounds distorted through the door—but it’s not Simon’s, so I strain my ears to pick up every nuance. “I think we’re lost.” She giggles while leading her male friend by the hand. He keeps pulling on the sleeves of his oversized suit jacket but copies her manic, pixie grin.

      “You just want to get back to that freak, don’t you?” he teases. “Maybe we can get him to paint you like that. Naked and shit—”

      “Knock it off!” She strikes him playfully on the shoulder, and they disappear down the corner, leaving laughter behind like breadcrumbs.

      Freak? Painting? Naked?

      The thread of a mystery entices me more than continuing my birthday celebrations. For now. Some Band-Aids and a pair of gloves disguise my bleeding cuts. For added armor, I slip my winter coat on and I’ve almost reassembled my façade.

      Almost.

      A glance in the mirror hanging near the door reveals the dreadful state of my makeup. God, I look awful, my eyeliner smeared and my lipstick faded. Sighing, I swipe it off and salvage what I can beneath a stern expression.

      I never cry. I’m the woman who conquers the world with a frown and a mild shade of red lipstick. But bloodshot eyes give me away now. I see myself for what I really am: a fraud. A pretender. A goddamn murderer.

      Stop it. I catch my bottom lip between my teeth and bite down hard enough to chase the thought away. Then I scramble for the door and enter the hall as thunder snarls. There’s no sign of the couple, their trail of laughter now cold. I’m forced to chase their scent. Cheap perfume. Cloying cologne. I follow the smells to the set of elevators on the other end of the hall and take one down to the lobby.

      I usually avoid this entrance. Guests and visitors alike flood in through glass doors at all hours. It’s noisy and loud—kryptonite to my nerves. Tonight, the atmosphere feels even more electrified than usual. A glance ahead reveals why. A crowd swells beyond the lobby doors, held back by the hotel’s security. Blurred faces jockey for space along the glass, illuminated by intermittent camera flashes. Reporters. For me? Daddy’s house has been swarmed for months, but no one has bothered me yet.

      My palms start to sweat, which irritates the open cuts, and breathing takes more focus. Ironically, there’s a remedy for the anxiety nearby: the lobby bar directly to my left. Oh, the promise of more wine. Merlot makes for a tempting diversion, but something else catches my attention before I can claim a stool for myself.

      Misery loves company, and I’m not the only one having a shitty night.

      “How was I supposed to know?” a woman hisses into a cell phone. Hunched against the wall, she draws notice anyway, being tall, blond, and dressed to the nines in a black suit. Clutched in her free hand is a clipboard she’s waving through the air like a shield against guilt.

      “Look. I had no idea he’d be this pissed off. I saw the address on some documents in his studio and they had amazing rates and—” She purses her red lips. “No. It’s too late to change it now. I think he’s on his way. I have to go.”

      She hangs up and crosses the reception hall to stand near an archway that has a sign propped on an easel beside it. The real reason behind the sudden increase in publicity? The hotel sometimes hosts events open to the public. In fact, I’ve booked a few for clients of mine here and there. Book signings. Galas.

      A Window into the Soul this advert reads, red font printed over a black backdrop. Displaying the art of Sampson. I’d recommend the design to my own clients: It’s simple but bold enough to draw the eye to the artist’s name.

      Sampson. I’ve never heard of him, though I appear to be in the minority. People are waiting in a sizeable line to enter the ballroom, craning their necks for a glimpse through the doorway.

      “Miss?” The woman with the clipboard watches me expectantly from the distance of a four-person gap. I’ve wandered into the line without realizing. “Do you have a ticket?”

      I shake my head, and she nods.

      “Don’t worry. Sampson appreciates every guest, and we always offer vouchers at the door. I just need your name.”

      “Juliana Thorne,” I say, stepping forward. “What exactly is this…”

      My gaze cuts toward the doorway behind the woman and whatever else I meant to say dies in my throat. I’m vaguely aware that I’m still moving, drawn forward like a moth to a flame.

      The portrait hanging from the wall ahead is a woman composed of ivory, lying contorted on a bed of blood-red roses, her eyes unseeing, her hands grasping at nothing. Etched with incredible care, she looks livelier than the person I see whenever I look in a mirror.

      Woefully alive and yet painfully dead.

      The artist didn’t spare an ounce of detail. Every wayward hair, pimple, birthmark, and scar of his subject is on display in stark clarity.

      “Incredible, isn’t it?” someone exclaims beside me.

      “W-what?” I blink as the rest of the world returns one jarring realization at a time. For starters, I’m standing in the back of the ballroom, nearly nose-to-nose with a painting hanging from the wall. A sheet of glass separates me from it and displays my reflection.

      Wide-eyed. Mouth agape. Pupils dilated. Red lips that quirk into a frown. I’ve never seen this look on my face before. I take my time trying to pin down just what it might be but fail to come up with a single term.

      “Here, you forgot to take this.”

      A glossy brochure makes its way into my hands courtesy of the blond woman who worked the door.

      She catches me staring and winks. “I felt the same way the first time I saw one of his works. Enjoy.” She scurries off, leaving me to survey the rest of the gallery alone.

      Twenty women join the first, trapped in their own worlds of darkness and roses. Observed together, they rip me from the elegant setting, dragging me into each brutal scene. Flowers. Passion. Death. Those are the recurring themes.

      I’m no art connoisseur, but I can recognize talent—and this artist oozes it in every brushstroke, along with a million other tiny details. Such as his indifference to his subjects. The cruel attention given to the fear lurking in those blank irises. The cold, twisted elegance of lifeless limbs.

      Each portrait pulls me in before I’m swept along to the next. Far too soon, I find myself before the first painting again, unable to toe the respectful distance every other spectator keeps. Curiosity yanks me closer against my will, step by step.

      Finally, I reach out with a trembling finger—

      Commotion.

      I turn and find a gaggle of people huddling together in the center of the ballroom, jockeying for a glimpse of someone: a man whose sheer presence urges people from his path. Literally. The crowd parts like the Red Sea.

      “It’s him,” I see a woman mouth to her companion, wide-eyed.

      Him. The lone unaffected figure, I presume. A man who takes my breath away—the same way walking outside, butt-ass naked in the dead of winter would.

      Suddenly and lethally.

      My father is—was—a judge, and I’m more than used to imposing men. We had politicians who controlled the livelihoods of the entire state over for breakfast. I lived in the mayoral mansion for three years. Summered with the governor’s children.

      Neither Daddy nor those in his orbit ever commanded a room as this man does. And for that, I count my blessings. Simon is terrifying enough to live in the shadow of—and he’s just a shadow.

      This man is darkness. He stands tall, wearing black almost from head to toe: a tailored suit that screams of old money and careful taste—and brawn. The ebony material strains over broad shoulders and muscular forearms.

      Trailing my gaze upward, I expect a face worthy of the intrigue, but he’s like one of these paintings: a mixture of handsome and strange. A stern jaw anchors what I can only assume are Romanesque features, mingled with a hint of the exotic, though a dark blindfold obscures most of them, hiding his eyes. It’s tied neatly over the bulk of a black ponytail that reaches down to his shoulders.

      Such a strange accessory, though it doesn’t appear to hinder his confident stride.

      “I can’t believe it’s him in the flesh,” a woman nearby whispers. “He doesn’t look like a kingpin.”

      Is he a celebrity of some kind? Or maybe the artist himself? I browse the brochure in my grip, but it only contains representations of the paintings, never their creator.

      When I look up again, he’s holding court in the back corner of the ballroom as men in black suits stand guard nearby, intimidating the crowd from coming too close. Beside the blindfolded man is the blond woman. Her gaze cuts in my direction as her lips move rapidly near his ear.

      I turn back to the painting and try to shut the rest of the world out again. It’s surprisingly easy to, the longer I stare. No need for pills or booze. Just soulless eyes formed from intricate strokes of paint.

      The woman could be me in the right lighting. Therefore, she’s the perfect canvas to project all my flaws onto. Alive, I bet she wore Versace and hated her birthday.

      I bet she hated herself.

      The longer I stare, the uncannier the resemblance seems. Am I seeing more of my reflection than the art? I brush my fingers against the glass, but I can’t decipher what’s paint and what’s reflection.

      “Do not touch, por favor.” The deep voice accompanies the hand seizing my wrist without warning.

      I shiver and whirl around. Then my brain stalls, spitting out a few disjointed thoughts before total malfunction. Handsome. Dark. Up close.

      “The glass is fragile,” the blindfold-wearing man warns. His voice is deeper than I expected by looking at him. Suave, grated tones fall like off-notes from a piano. Jarringly out of place.

      “Sorry,” I croak, wrenching my hand back. My heart races, surging beneath my skin. Strange. I press my fingers there, counting each frantic beat. Thump. Thump. Thump. “S-sorry,” I repeat.

      His jaw tightens in an elegant display of rippling muscle. “You need to leave.”

      “I…I’m sorry?” People are staring. Probably at me: openmouthed, my cheeks flaming. “I didn’t mean—”

      “I’ll have my men escort you out.” He nods, beckoning one of the stern-faced bouncers closer.

      “W-wait.”

      Just leave, Juliana, a part of me urges. I have a birthday to conclude. Screams to smother. Dealing with some conceited prick should be an easy headache to tick off my to-do list. Or not.

      “Are you the artist?” I ask.

      At the sound of my voice, he grits his teeth. A silent denial? Or grudging acknowledgment?

      “I…I’m interested in buying. I think.”

      “Are you even familiar with the artist’s work?” A droll quality laces his tone. Amusement? No, something darker that makes me quiver in my heels before I can help it: hostility.

      Another “admirer” of my family, perhaps? I bite my lip and resist the urge to kick myself for not taking Daddy’s advice to hire a bodyguard. To be fair, my reasoning made sense at the time. Why pay for someone who would always prove ineffective against the real monster?

      “Are you?”

      My cheeks heat when I realize I still haven’t answered him. “No,” I say. “I’ve actually never heard of him until tonight.”

      “Oh?” He runs the edge of his thumb along his chin. I can’t shake the feeling that the act draws attention to his face on purpose. Again, I suspect he knows me as more than just a story from the tabloids. But I don’t know him. “And your thoughts?”

      The change in subject is enough to give me whiplash. “Well…” I return my attention to the painting. Nice would be the polite word—or something along those lines. Something to strike up a conversation around. Any other day, I’d know what to say. Tonight, I’m filter-less. “I think…I think it’s terrible.”

      “Terrible?” The man laughs. “How so?”

      “I…” I shrug, once again compelled toward honesty. “Not in a bad way.”

      “This isn’t the place for you.” His warm breath heats my earlobe and chills me to the core, making me jump. “I suggest you leave. Now.”

      “Why?” I counter, surprised by how irritated I sound. “If you recognize me from the news, I’m not drawing attention to myself.”

      “If?” he wonders, his tone dangerously soft. “Perhaps you’ve recognized me from the ‘news’?”

      “No.” I feel like I’ve missed something. Maybe he is a celebrity—some pompous prick with his head so far up his ass that he can’t stand not being recognized. “I think I’d remember you,” I say.

      A shadow flickers over the glass in front of me as I sense him looming over my position from behind. He smells strange up this close. My flared nostrils gobble up the scent but I can’t place it.

      “One would think you would.”

      I know he’s gone without having to turn around, but the aftermath of his tone ricochets through me. I should do what he said: leave. But before I can take a step, my gaze returns to the painting and I’m riveted once more. It’s as if the woman’s dead stare perfectly sees through everything I try to hide and, unlike the rest of the world, she gives it to me straight.

      You’ll never fit in.

      “Excuse me, miss.”

      The blond woman from the door yanks me from my reverie for the second time. She’s lost her clipboard, clutching a stack of brochures in her hands instead.

      “I’ll leave in a minute,” I insist.

      “Oh, but I’m sorry. The gallery is closing.” She gestures behind her. Sure enough, the crowd has dissipated. I’m the only guest remaining.

      “Oh.”

      A tendril of anxiety gnaws away at the lining of my stomach. No, not yet. Five more minutes. Or maybe longer.

      “How much is this one?” The question is out before I can reel it back in.

      Impulsivity. It’s one of the many traits my therapist urged me to work on. Acting on impulse led me to alcohol. Bad decisions. Oopsies. Mistakes.

      “How much?” The woman blinks. “I-I’m not sure, but Mr. Sampson’s work has sold in the tens of thousands before—”

      “What about twenty?”

      “I-I don’t—”

      “Fifty, then.” I step closer to the painting, leaving her to decide on an answer, even as I reach into my pocket for my checkbook.

      Odd. This painting makes for the first birthday present I’ve wanted in years. One dark enough to rival even Simon’s grim offerings.

      Happy birthday to me.
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      Come out, come out, Juliana…

      I bolt upright, drenched in a cold sweat as my eyes fly open to my empty room, and the icy noose of fear loosens with the realization that I’m alone. It was just a bad dream, though Simon wasn’t the nightmarish figure who chased me awake this time.

      No. My pursuer sported a blindfold, his motives a mystery but his hatred more electric than the flashes of lightning greeting me from beyond my window.

      An omen?

      Or a reminder. Simon’s days of gift giving aren’t over yet. He always allows me twenty-four hours in between our games, but no more.

      Usually, I’d spend that time stocking up on wine, but I’m forced to oversee the cleaning crew tasked with reassembling the shambles of my apartment first. They fix my bedframe and repair the damage to my closet, assembling the clothes in the correct color-coded order. One benefit of using the same company every year is that the workers know my preferences—but they never ask questions. I pay extra to ensure that.

      I also order them to avoid the bathroom. For now, anyway.

      Afterward, I catch up on a bit of work and find a message on my cell phone from Heyworth Thorne. See you tonight, sweetie.

      Every year, he humors just one request, a truce of sorts: We forsake dinner on my actual birthday, but the night after, he insists.

      How he loves to show me off. Perfect little Juliana: the traumatized brat he took in out of kindness and turned into an upstanding citizen. Presto! Like magic.

      Love makes it easier to withstand the lying, but never the guilt. God, I wish I could be that person for him. The perfect daughter. I try. I’ve tried. But being her is like wearing a pretty dress. After a while, it itches. The material wears away at the seams. It tears.

      Until it isn’t so beautiful anymore.

      Tonight, my disguise will be a black Vera Wang paired with something navy. Hmmm. I scour the glass display case along the back wall and hunt for a fitting necklace. The sapphire Daddy gave me a few years ago will do.

      With my costume all picked out, I linger in the living room and watch the world waste away down below. The real estate agent referred to this view as “to die for.” Maybe she’s right. Three years spent where Simon can easily find me and one glance from the window makes the torment almost worth it.

      I can watch people play out their lives from this height without them ever being the wiser. That woman walking her poodle has performed the same routine for two hundred and seventy-two days in a row. There are no calls from Simon to disrupt her charming façade. No. It’s the scruffy man she lets creep into her house late at night when only the glow of passing traffic can illuminate him.

      They do their song and dance day in and day out, but she never forgets to wear her pretty smile in the aftermath.

      I practice mine in the reflection on the window. Wide, but not too wide.

      I almost fool myself.

      A sudden knock on the door interrupts my practice and a frown flutters across my lips, displacing my hard-earned expression. But then I remember.

      Giddy. That’s the only way to describe the bubbling sensation building in the pit of my stomach as I pad across the foyer and answer the door.

      The blond woman from the gallery stands on the other end of it. She’s exchanged the pantsuit for a gray skirt-and-blouse combo.

      “Ms. Thorne?”

      I nod, and she steps aside, revealing a man behind her pushing something long and square balanced on a utility cart.

      “I took the liberty of accepting your bid on Mr. Sampson’s behalf,” the woman explains. “Were you still interested in the painting?”

      “Yes.” I lurch out of the way, allowing them inside.

      Due to disposal limitations, the earlier cleaners left the glass shards of my grandfather clock in a bin near the door for later pickup, though I had them wipe the blood from the walls, at least. The woman eyes the mess before directing her attention to the empty wall adjacent to the floor-to-ceiling windows. Prime real-estate for a morbid portrait, apparently.

      “Here?”

      I agree and the worker snaps to attention. He removes a plastic covering, revealing the painting. When viewed in the overcast daylight filtering into the room, it looks grislier than it did last night. Ghostly and harrowing. I suck in an appreciative breath and write the fifty grand off as money well spent.

      Once the painting is mounted, my one regret is not buying a matching frame for it. Encased only in a covering of protective glass, it looks far too delicate against my muted design scheme.

      “Mr. Sampson appreciates your patronage,” the woman says once I’ve signed the final document she shoved beneath my nose. “I’ll let you in on a secret: He donates most of the proceeds to charity anyway. Though I have to say that not everyone appreciates his work.”

      “Oh?” I bite back the words that spring to my tongue. No wonder. If he treats every prospective buyer like he did me, I can imagine why.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t asked about him,” she adds, an eyebrow raised. “No offense, but the few who do buy the paintings—and they all are mostly women—tend to use the sale as a foothold to pry. ‘Are all the stories true?’” She mimics how I assume she thinks a socialite with thousands of dollars to spend on a painting sounds. “I will say I’m impressed. I think that’s why I’m even here in the first place. He rarely offers a painting for sale, but hopefully he won’t mind. At least you won’t try to hound him for a date. To some women, he’s more myth than reality now.”

      I picture the mysterious figure from last night and shrug. “I know what it’s like to have people pry into my life. Sometimes, the intrigue is better than the reality.”

      “Fair enough,” the woman says, but I can tell she’s still bemused as I escort her out.

      Alone, I finish another cup of coffee and find myself gazing at the painting, desperate to decipher the secrets lurking beneath every layer of paint.

      Sampson. I’ve never heard of him—and in this city, anonymity only extends to those who don’t matter at all or those who matter too much. Privacy is a commodity even I can’t afford.

      I’m tempted to look him up. Try my hand at Google. A part of me doesn’t want to, however. Maybe that’s the fun of it all. The allure. My first ever birthday present to myself in over twenty years and I don’t even know who made it for me. Or why. Or what possessed him to blend death with flowers. Beauty with horror.

      Or why he seems to despise me.

      I’ll never find out.

      And unlike my dealings with Simon, I don’t have to.
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      A town car arrives for me at six on the dot. After cajoling the driver into taking the long route to the suburbs, I spend a majority of the ride silently rehearsing my lines in a compact mirror.

      Hello, Daddy. Pause and smile. I’ve been fine. Blink. You look wonderful, and so does Diane. Flash an even bigger smile, and then the finale, uttered with a mischievous tilt of my head. Will there be cake?

      It’s the same script I’ve recited at every other birthday dinner, and he never demands more—only that I show up and let him have this one day. A handful of hours when we both can pretend that my past doesn’t matter.

      I owe him that much.

      Determined to put on the best performance, I pour all my energy into arranging my flawless outfit and perfecting that easy, confident smile. I’m ready by the time the driver turns onto the long driveway leading to the secluded, astronomical-acre plot Daddy bought the moment he retired.

      Squaring my shoulders, I exit the car and put my rehearsed steps into motion. Smile first. Confident walk. The moment I mount the first stone step leading to the door, it opens from the inside as if on cue.

      And my stomach drops right to my stiletto heels.

      Daddy is wearing that tired gray suit from his glory days and a pinched expression. No warm smile. No arms outstretched for our customary hug. Instead, he ushers me inside with a wave of his hand. “Welcome home, sweet pea.”

      I follow him uneasily. The house doesn’t feel the same despite the cheery coat of yellow paint brightening the entryway. Something’s wrong. A subtle tinge in the air renders everything out of place. Odd. Off. The feeling grows as we enter the private study—not the dining room down the hall, where I know everyone else is waiting, poised to shout “Surprise!” on sight.

      Glimpsed from the side, my father’s expression is as stern as it used to be when he was on the bench and nearly jumped out of his skin every time someone said “boo” to me.

      “Juliana…” He sighs, and a telling sent wafts from his breath. Tobacco.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Have you been smoking?”

      “That doesn’t matter.” Concern weighs his weathered features down, exaggerating the wrinkles around his eyes and his mouth. He looks so old today.

      Maybe I look older. I can’t tell in the reflection staring back at me from the glass case displaying various legal paraphernalia. My face is transposed over one of his many awards. How fitting. I’m part woman. Part trophy.

      “Juliana?”

      “I’m fine—”

      “You look tired.” He smooths a wayward lock of hair away from my face. “Is it the storms?”

      Storms. His subtle way of skirting around the dangerous topic we never mention directly: the past.

      “We’re in the middle of a particularly violent system according to the newscasters, sweet pea,” he adds. “Maybe you should sleep here until it passes? Diane’s kept the white noise machine you used to use, and there’s spare Zofran in the medicine cabinet—”

      “I’m fine,” I lie. “They don’t even bother me anymore.”

      “That’s good…” His hand settles over my shoulder, imparting the comfort and vulnerability only he can.

      Like always, I’m a child again around him. Heyworth Thorne, my hero. He saved me when I was only eight years old, from more than just a psychopath. He’s tried his best to dust off my cracks and piece my broken mind together.

      I smile hard to let him know that he has—force of habit.

      But, this time, he doesn’t smile back.

      “There’s something else, darling,” he begins cautiously. “I know you won’t agree, so I’ll just come right out and say it. I want to put a guard on you. Full time. It’s just for a little while and I’ll ensure they stay out of sight.”

      “What?” My pretty little mask slips. Over twenty years of secrets. Have I blown the game already? “Why?”

      I push past him and brace my hands on the desk to keep standing. Ice solidifies in my veins, choking the air from my lungs. I force in a breath and let it out. In. Out.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you.” He closes the door to his office and comes to my side to dab at my dry eyes with a handkerchief. Another force of habit.

      If we can’t perform our charming father-daughter routine, we fall into the only other roles we know how to play. Protector and victim.

      “It’s just… There’s a threat,” he says. “Against me, but there’s no reason to believe that this person won’t attempt to target you.”

      “Target me?” I don’t say the obvious: as if they haven’t already. But the phrasing means he isn’t referring to Simon. Someone new perhaps. “Who?” I ask, steeling myself for the answer.

      These days, most of the city is out for Thorne blood. My gaze lands over the newspaper on his desk, and sure enough, emblazoned on the front page is a quote from a legal analyst on the Borgetta ruling: “Any man tasked with upholding the law should do his due diligence to ensure that no bias affects his ruling. In this case, the bias is clear: Mathias Villa was doomed for nothing more than the color of his skin.”

      I stop reading, surprised to discover that it isn’t the only topic to make the headlines. A glossy photo of the Lariat ballroom gleams beneath a row of text reading Reclusive Artist Dazzles at First Public Showing.

      “Don’t read that trash.” Daddy snatches up the paper and tosses it into the wastebasket. Before I can question it, he forces a grin. “And let’s not talk about the nitty details now. It’s your special night. Did you enjoy yesterday?”

      I nod. Strange. The motion doesn’t feel like lying. “I did. I even bought myself a present.”

      “A present?” He cocks his head. “That does sound like a good day. What did you buy?”

      “A painting.” In some ways, I’m still riveted by the piece. Pale flesh intertwined with ruby red. Stark violence and beautiful irony.

      Heyworth Thorne most likely wouldn’t approve.

      “A painting,” he mutters while fiddling with his tie. He did the same thing the night his first wife died and he tried to explain to a fifteen-year-old me how accidental overdoses happened. “It’s almost funny that you’d mention something like that…” He sighs again, more heavily this time.

      I gently touch his shoulder. “Daddy?”

      He’s never looked this tired. This old. “Have you heard of someone named Damien Villa?”

      “I don’t think so.” Though the name does ring a bell, I’m not sure why. No face comes to mind anyway.

      “You should have,” Daddy snaps, a hard note in his voice. “I told you: You need to be more attentive. Especially where that godforsaken place is concerned.” He jerks his head in the general direction of the city and scoffs. “Damien Villa is the head of one of the cruelest crime syndicates on this side of the country. La Muerte.”

      All I can do is feign interest while he watches me expectantly. “That sounds intimidating.”

      “Try murderous,” he replies. “They work as the American arm for a Colombian cartel, though he’s supposedly reformed. Some say his brother runs it still. He’s a monster and a goddamn madman, but because he has enough money to throw around, he’s making trouble for me where it matters.”

      “Are you okay?” It isn’t like him to curse. Or glare so harshly that the vein in his forehead lurches against his skin. “Is he threatening you?”

      “Ha! At least then I could do something about it,” he snaps. “The bastard is too clever to do that, at least not outright. But…he’s not above planting rumors. Some of them may even pertain to you, and if you hear anything—anything at all—you must promise to come to me first—”

      “Why?” I take a step toward him, but he hunches his shoulders away from me. “Is this about…”

      His sigh is unwilling confirmation. On principle, we’ve rarely broached the topic of the Borgetta murder case, but in the tumult of information spilling through the airwaves, I’ve heard enough to last a lifetime.

      The details are foggy, but I remember the gist: a woman, Emily Borgetta, daughter of a prominent politician, was brutally raped and murdered by a man with ties to organized crime. Daddy threw the book at him: life served in the cruelest prison in the state. Ten years later, a lack of evidence allowed some appeals court to not only overturn his conviction, but declare him innocent—but a few weeks before the final decision went public, the man killed himself in prison. Now, everyone in the world is a legal analyst, the most ignorant of them claiming racial bias in the original judgment. Most spectators settle for calling my father incompetent. Or evil. Whichever looks better in a headline.

      After he spent nearly a lifetime on the bench, this case has become a black stain on an otherwise glowing record—and it’s killing him.

      “I’m asking again: Did he threaten you?” Now doesn’t feel like the right time to mention my own log of menacing voicemails. “We could always go public. Do a news conference.”

      “No.” Daddy clenches his fists so hard that his knuckles whiten. “Oh, he wouldn’t give me the satisfaction. That sick bastard—” He cuts himself off and meets my gaze directly. “He’s dangerous, Juliana. Especially now. And as for a news conference… I haven’t told you before, but I’ve decided to run again, despite these disgusting allegations. I’m announcing it officially at a press conference soon, and I want you to be there. I need you to be there.”

      I digest the news in silence and wind up observing my hands. They shake. Flattening them against the desk’s surface can’t disguise it.

      After five long years, it’s fitting that Heyworth Thorne would choose now, of all times, to jump back into the fray and defend his name. The dread knotting in my stomach is more selfish than anything. Whenever he campaigns, his surveillance of me becomes obsessive. Not that increased patrols have ever stopped Simon before.

      But no. It’s more than that. An uneasy Daddy means more questions. More covert calls to my therapist to ensure I’m complying with my sessions. The return of his surprise visits to my apartment to discreetly check that I don’t have wine stockpiled in the fridge.

      He loves me.

      He loves his reputation more.

      “Don’t worry, Daddy,” I say, sweetly uttering my expected line. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I’m still getting you a bodyguard.” His hardened expression warns I won’t be able to change his mind with a bat of my eyelashes. “You won’t even know he’s there. So don’t hold too big of a grudge, eh?” He props my chin against the pad of his thumb and contorts his lips into what passes for a smile. “Now what do you say we get this evening started right? Diane made your cake.”

      I nod, and we exit his office. It’s only on our way through the foyer that I remember what sparked the morbid turn in our conversation in the first place.

      “Damien Villa,” I start as Daddy waves off someone peeking around the corner who quickly scurries out of sight. “What does he have to do with painting?”

      “He owns a gallery,” Daddy says, slowing his steps. We’re close enough to the dining room to hear the muffled commotion coming from within. Eight people I suspect. The same mixture of family, friends, and neighbors who attend every year. “The police suspect it’s how he launders a majority of his money. He’s used the prestige and other so-called legitimate business ventures to amass enough political sway to pressure my old donors.”

      “Why?” I ask. “What does he have against you?”

      “Don’t worry about him.” Daddy takes my hand and gives it an impatient tug. “I’ll tell you another day, sweet pea. For now, how about we make this night something to remember?”

      I recognize the tremor in his voice. He’s pleading, and the scared, desperate little girl I used to be rears her ugly head.

      Keeping him happy means smiling on cue.

      Maintaining the façade.

      Being perfect, darling, wonderful Juliana.

      “Sure, Daddy.” I beam and step around him, my script at the ready. “You look wonderful, by the way. And you said Diane made cake? Oh, how considerate.”

      At last, he returns my grin with one of his own, and arm in arm, we enter the dining room to shouts of “Surprise!” The biggest one of all being how my smile doesn’t slip once, even as my mental clock continuously tracks the passage of time.

      Tick. Tock.
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      I’d kill someone with my bare hands for a glass of wine. Just one. From the good, cheap bottle tucked behind my headboard, preferably. Daddy wouldn’t approve, but hell, I’ve earned his love tonight.

      Like the best daughter, I simpered and charmed and had the most “wonderful” not-birthday birthday dinner in existence.

      But I’m not ready to receive my next gift.

      Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t have the sense to request that the driver take the usual detour, so we’ve arrived at the Lariat way too soon.

      Too early.

      Simon prefers for me to stumble across his presents rather than lie in wait. A glance at my watch draws a sigh from my lips. Way too early. There’s at least an hour to kill.

      As I step out onto the curb, I consider the bar. It beckons me from beyond a glittering row of windows. Oh, the promise of salty, stale, expensive wine.

      On my way into the lobby I notice that the poster advertising the art of Sampson is still there. A steady line of people streams in and out at the discretion of the blond woman with her trademark clipboard.

      She spots me from across the lobby and smiles. “Couldn’t stay away?”

      Maybe not. The distraction promised by wine isn’t as appealing as the cruel honesty of death and floral arrangements, apparently. I’m slipping into the crowd of eager voyeurs before I know it. An unseen figure presses another brochure into my hands, but nothing holds my attention for long—apart from the maze of canvases.

      Sampson likes his subjects nude. And it seems he never paints the same woman twice. They all stare from various angles, wide-eyed and contorted in some grotesque pose. Despite the myriad of differences, one feature always appears in every single portrait: pink lips, slightly parted. A knowing, petulant pout.

      As if every muse relished her master’s attention, right down to the final stroke.

      “I thought I’d find you here.”

      I recognize the crisp voice of the blond woman. I turn to face her, realizing that, once again, I’m left staring long after the thick of the crowd has dissipated.

      “I don’t do this often,” she says before I can apologize, “and I must say that Sampson isn’t very fond of humoring admirers. But, as his manager, I’ll take the liberty of schmoozing anyone willing to buy. I’m Carla, by the way.”

      She presses something against my palm. A business card, black and sleek with a glossy finish. Déjà vu strikes like a lance and I nearly drop it. It’s so similar to Simon’s calling card…

      This font, however, is industrial silver. The address printed on one side is presumably Sampson’s base of operations.

      “I can’t guarantee a meeting in person,” the woman warns. “But I won’t exactly turn you away if you’d like to look at his more…obscure collection.”

      “Oh?”

      Her mischievous wink ignites my curiosity. What pieces might a man like this deem too distasteful for the public eye? My chest tightens at the thought. From disgust? Or anticipation? I’m not in a hurry to decide.

      Instead, I finger the card’s glossy front before slipping it inside my pocket. If I call a town car now, it would be roughly a ten-minute trip, delaying my opening of Simon’s gift just a little longer.

      But would the delay be worth it?

      I can’t settle on an answer during the short trip back to the lobby. The usual crush of people has dispersed, leaving just a few tenants and visitors milling about. This time of year, everyone wears some variation of a heavy coat, disguising the bulk of their features. Could one of them be Simon concealing my present beneath the winter layers?

      I’d never know. He prefers to haunt me from afar, always watching. It’s his elusiveness that makes him so terrifying, especially back then…

      “Are you okay, miss?” A hand brushes my shoulder, belonging to a security guard.

      I nod and have no choice but to enter the elevator to keep up the façade.

      I’m okay.

      At least I am during the silent ride to my floor. Then the elevator doors part and my ruse slips once I find an empty hall, no wayward visitors in sight.

      No distraction.

      Slow, heavy steps carry me to my door. My palms sweat inside their gloves, which aggravates the healing scrapes. I shake them firmly in a vain attempt to dispel the nervous energy. When that fails, I lie to myself. You’re ready.

      Or not.

      As I round the corner, my eyes fixate on the glossy numbers on my door first before roving downward…

      And settle on my gray welcome mat.

      Five seconds of searching pass before I finally accept that it’s empty.

      My stomach churns, wrestling with the remains of overly sweet cake and non-alcoholic champagne. How I hate surprises. For the first time in years, Simon’s late. Either that or he’s settled on a new spot to leave my first gift of the night. Inside? I take my time fishing my keys from my pocket, but the door budges at the slightest touch, already opened a hairline crack.

      I shove my hand into my pocket for my cell phone, but I can’t explain what makes me push the door open wider without calling 911. Yet.

      The light switch lurks just beyond my reach, but I don’t flip it. I have a visitor, it seems, who prefers the darkness over the typical introduction: his scent gives him away. Spicy. Masculine. Wrong.

      Daddy doesn’t smell like this.

      Neither do the doormen or usual security guards.

      Neither does Simon.

      My new intruder’s cologne itches like pepper among an amalgam of different scents: shaving cream, rich liquor, and the faintest hint of sweat.

      I should call the police, anything but call out, “Who are you?”

      “Buenas noches.” The raspy baritone is the most alarming attribute of all. It reaches out to me from the living room, carrying a thick accent. “Do come in. Don’t mind the intrusion—and I wouldn’t call the police if I were you.” The warning comes as my thumb twitches against my phone’s touchscreen. “They tend to be so easy to corrupt.”

      “There…there are armed guards downstairs,” I croak.

      His answering laugh is a slap to the face. “Again,” he continues, “easily bought off, Ms. Thorne. Even your father’s reputation can only go so far. Come in. Have a seat. I merely want to talk. This shouldn’t take long.”

      His mention of my father triggers a cold suspicion. Perhaps his warning wasn’t for nothing. I’m in the living room before I know it, rounding the leather chaise to find a man sitting on it. Alarmingly massive, he transforms the spacious room into a claustrophobic prison. Yellow lights from nearby buildings give vague definition to his frame: a strong jawline veiled by the shadow of long, black hair neatly tied back into a ponytail. The outline of a blindfold, worn even now, stands out in stark contrast to his skin.

      I should have recognized him from his voice alone. The man from the gallery.

      And suddenly so much makes sense.

      “Are you… You’re Damien Villa,” I rasp. My stab in the dark lands more accurately than I’d like. Another bit of laughter is my reward, decidedly colder than before.

      “Ah, perdóname,” he murmurs. “The innocent daughter of Judge Thorne turns out to be not so innocent after all. And I was inclined to give you the benefit of the doubt, Juliana.”

      “What do you want?” I take a step back, aware of the fact that the door is still open behind me.

      “To talk,” he says.

      “Talk? You mean use me to threaten Heyworth Thorne? Go ahead. You can try. Then get the hell out.” My callous laugh rings hollow. I sound weak, not brave. Tired and pathetic. “I’m sick of you goddamn people wanting to hold him accountable for one goddamn mistake—”

      “Ah, perdóname, but you misunderstand.” His voice contains the same qualities as lightning. Biting. Stinging. Raw. “My current visit has nothing to do with your father, Juliana. This is about an entirely personal matter.”

      Personal?

      “The painting you bought,” he continues before I can question. “I ask that you return it. That wasn’t meant for you.”

      My painting. I crane my neck and spot the rough outline of my new possession. The morbid hues feed off what little light there is, creating a ghoulish effect: glowing, dead eyes staring directly into mine.

      “I bought it,” I say. Though the reminder might be for myself more than him. I bought it. I own it. Mine.

      “Oh, but that was a mistake,” Damien murmurs with chilling insistence. “On your part. It was never for sale, especially not to the likes of you. Return it to me and I shall overlook this…insult.”

      “Insult?” I cross the room, observing the painting in all its gory, disturbing detail. The artist’s intentions elude me still—cloaked in layers of color and shades of mystery. “How could what I think insult you? Unless…you’re Sampson.” It’s not a question. In a way, I’m stating something I probably already knew.

      A madman isn’t content to just let his show be displayed unseen. No. He must watch the people watching. He must gauge the full effect. Terror and disgust form the icing on his masterpiece, and he doesn’t feel complete without a taste of it.

      “The painting belongs to me,” he says, evading the subject of his identity. “I’ll make the arrangements to have it returned—”

      “No. It’s mine.” I look back at him to watch my words register. “You can’t have it.”

      “Oh?” He stares ahead through the fabric of his blindfold, seemingly transfixed by the view beyond my windows. “Should I take something of yours, then, as retribution?”

      My body jolts at the sound of his voice, reacting without permission. Daddy had a pit bull once. Danger was his name. Every now and again, while dozing peacefully by the fireplace, Danger would suddenly startle awake and bark at the shadows. Daddy would shout at him to quiet down, but the beast only settled when whatever unseen threat he’d sensed diminished.

      My nerves feel like that now. Humming with awareness of an ominous presence my eyes refuse to register.

      “Are you threatening me?” I manage to ask.

      “Negotiating,” he retorts. “Despite whatever you think of me…I won’t have my art used as a pawn, if you please.”

      “What I think?” Laughing, I shake my head. “I don’t even know you.”

      “But I know you, and I know your family. Tell me: Did you enjoy strolling into my exhibition, aware of all eyes on you?”

      He’s implying something, though I’m not sure what. Something obscene, I think. Cruel.

      “I live here,” I point out. “Why shouldn’t I attend an event held in my fucking lobby? And why hate me?” I add before he can get a word in edgewise. “I am not my father.”

      “Ah… But you think like him. So entitled to that which was never yours to claim.”

      Few men could speak the way he does and pack quite the same punch. A criminal, Daddy said. Funny, because this man sounds like a judge, someone accustomed to handing down punishments for any perceived snub.

      “I’ll return your money in full, of course.”

      “Keep it.” Knowing that its supposed creator now sits behind me, I perceive the portrait from a different angle.

      The woman’s slight, desperate pout makes more sense. Paired with the unmistakable attractiveness of Damien, her final fate feels all the more tragic.

      “So is it true that you use these to launder money?” I sound so disappointed. Though what a stupid question. Of course the art is a gimmick. “Do you?”

      Silence lingers between us, forcing me to come up with my own answers. I always did my research when it came to the people in my orbits. Clients. Friends. Possible dates. I learned the hard way that it’s better to suspect someone’s potential motives from the outset—not that it’s hard. The average person tends to fit into the same few categories like a book, easily judged within a few short minutes of conversation. Thriller. Boring contemporary. Paltry mystery. Tabloid.

      Dangerous or not, Damien is no different from the egos and corporate giants I decipher for a living.

      “How much do you pay them, your models?” I wonder, employing my usual trick of rapid-fire questioning. “Do you sleep with them? Do you photograph them first? How do you get them to look like that—”

      “Do you think this is a game?”

      Oh. I cross my arms to guard against his tone. So he doesn’t want to play. Fair enough. I’ll have to take a page from Daddy’s book and judge him off his cover alone.

      My eyes narrow, seeking out what little detail I can in the dark. I expect to find him brooding—most artists are. Instead, he’s pensive. His voice betrays the impatience his body does not. He’s all smooth lines and lean muscle, reminding me of a predator benevolent enough to hiss in warning before pouncing for the kill.

      “Not a game,” I concede. “As I said, the painting is mine. You can’t have it.”

      “Oh?” That word again. So simple. So subtle. His voice is like music, containing more subtext in the underlying melody than the actual lyrics. “I would ask you to reconsider, Ms. Thorne.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “And perhaps I’ll think about returning something of yours.”

      My throat goes dry as I process his tone. Then I remember.

      Ice washes over me with an intensity I’ve never felt in my entire life. Not all those years ago in the forest. Not moments ago when I found an intruder in my home.

      For the first time ever…I forgot. Simon. His game.

      I forgot.

      “W-was there something on my doorstep?” Even I can hear the tremor in my voice.

      And like a shark sensing a single drop of blood, he cocks his head. “Sí. There was… A bit old for dolls, aren’t you?”

      No.

      As I watch, he withdraws something from his pocket and my heart twinges in recognition: a porcelain doll with carefully coiffed blond hair.

      “Sammy,” I whisper, horrified. “Give it to me!” I reach for it but stop short, inches away, as his posture shifts.

      “Should I?” He’s running his fingers through the doll’s hair, disrupting her neat coif. Simon always took care to style it the same way. Like she did.

      “Give it back.” My breaths quicken, shallow and ineffective. The doll’s face is visible from here, illuminated by a strip of neon-yellow light. Glassy eyes. Painted grin. Rosy, red cheeks. It’s a replica, but one so damn close to the real thing…

      “You can have her if you want,” Leslie pleaded, grasping at my hands. “Just don’t be mad at me.”

      No! I fight the memory back with bared teeth. “Give it back—”

      He lifts the doll by her tiny waist, and I lunge forward. At the last second, he pulls her out of my reach, testing just how much I want it. Enough that a ripping sound echoes as I clench her tiny body in my fist and try to tug her free.

      But he’s too strong. Without warning, he stands, shrugging me off as easily as a gnat. “Sammy,” he murmurs, a chuckle lacing his tone. “It even has a name?”

      The color drains from my cheeks. She does. We have a ritual, Simon and I. His favorite tool of torture is my own memory. Samantha. She was Leslie’s favorite character to spin our games of house around. Such a perfect doll, ten times more expensive than anything I could ever afford.

      Sammy, beautiful Sammy, was the source behind our only fight ever.

      Sammy, stupid Sammy, was the reason Leslie died.

      “Please,” I rasp, knowing I could never overpower him. “Give it back.”

      “I will. When you return what is mine.” He turns while manipulating something in his free hand. Slender, thin. Long. It extends as I watch: a white cane he taps against the floor.

      “I’ll show myself out,” he says at the exact moment I utter, “You’re blind?”

      “Have a wonderful night, Ms. Thorne.” He starts for my door, using the cane for guidance.

      So the eye covering isn’t for dramatic effect. Yet I’m unconvinced he isn’t putting on an act. He moves too confidently, every motion smooth and assured. Almost like he learned the layout of my apartment down to the slight right angle one must turn to enter the foyer and approach the still open door.

      “Pleasant dreams,” he tells me as he crosses the threshold.

      It’s only when he’s gone that I remember how to move. I slam the door in his wake and engage the lock. I’m not afraid. Liar, my body claims. Muscle and bone go limp in defiance and I’m forced to brace my weight against my palms to catch my breath.

      Tap. Tap. The tap of his cane forms a morbid tune that tracks the departure of Damien.

      Eventually, the sound trails off and I’m alone again.

      With Simon? It’s his time to shine, after all. Day two. Sammy was the second present. Dread solidifies in my stomach; I know where I’ll find the third.

      I push from the door and sway to regain my balance
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