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	Freedom didn’t arrive all at once for Rebecca Deveroix. It arrived one choice at a time.
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Prologue

	Boston Harbor 1998

	A young, ambitious popular rock star, James Deveroix, sat at his piano working on the next Red Wolves hit. His bandmates, Paul Michaels, Charlie Bennet, Vito Valintinie are all lounging around the garage. The door suddenly burst open. Young Eric Rose flies through the doorway. His excitement catches the other guys off guard.

	Eric bursts through the door holding an envelope. “Boys... you’re not gonna believe this!”

	Paul doesn’t even look up while sitting in a brown leather rocking chair. “Unless that’s pizza, I don’t care.”

	Vito laughed. “Please tell me it’s pizza.”

	James leaned back from the piano looking at Eric. “What’s with the smile?”

	Eric waved the invitation dramatically. “My old man just got us invited to a yacht party.”

	The room went silent.

	Charlie raised a brow. “A yacht?”

	James immediately shook his head. “Nope.”

	Everyone laughed.

	Eric tossed the invitation onto the piano. “Come on, James! Dad says there’ll be record people there. Investors. Radio stations. This could be huge for the band.”

	James picked up the invitation, read it for about three seconds, then sat it back down. “I don’t belong on a yacht.”

	Paul grinned. “Neither do we.”

	Vito pointed at his ripped jeans. “I own exactly one nice shirt.”

	Charlie smiled. “Then don’t spill anything on it.”

	Eric walked over and nudged James’s shoulder. “Come on.”

	James checked over the fancy invite. “Be my wingman.” James chuckled, then sighed dramatically. “Fine.”

	Paul threw both hands into the air finally in excitement. “We’re going on a boat!”

	Everyone laughed.

	James just shook his head. “This is going to end badly.”

	They left the home and head on out for the party. Eric drove the black SUV towards the docks of Boston Harbor. James sat in the passenger seat. His mind was not on this party. It was on something deep. Deeper than the other guys realized. He never mentioned it to the guys. For fear they would laugh at him. Afterall, they were all single and just living the life.

	Red Wolves was as huge as Aerosmith and their first album, Ride the Fantasy, was only a seven-song EP but it propelled them into stardom.

	“This can be huge for us! Imagine networking on a yacht!” Eric said.

	 The other guys in the back seat of the SUV were having a good time and being excited about the trip.

	James glanced around after checking the invitation. “I dream of having a kid. Growing up on these Boston streets.” It just came out. But nobody laughed. 

	He was thankful for that. And the guys understood. They were brothers. They all grew up together, each one lived next to the other and they all met through music class in grade school. You can live your whole life never knowing your neighbors, then one day, the world opened and they just all clicked.

	 

	They arrived at the dock and James stepped out, glanced around like what was he doing here. 

	After Charlie waved his hand showing him the yacht, he said. “This is gonna be epic, James.”

	They boarded the massive boat, and James was already out of place. But their excuse was, they were a rock band just coming from rehearsal. 

	“Come on, James... my dad says half these people own half of Boston.” Eric smiled after he patted him on his shoulder.

	“Exactly why I don’t want to be here,” James grumbled.

	“Maybe they’ll hire us,” Paul said

	“Or throw us overboard.” Vito chuckled. 

	Everyone laughed.

	James leaned against the polished grand piano, wishing he were anywhere else. Champagne glasses clinked around him. Boston’s elite laughed beneath strings of golden lights.

	“This was your idea,” James muttered.

	Eric laughed. “My dad said networking.”

	“I said torture.” James laughed.

	“You clean up pretty good.” Paul grinned.

	“I still hate boats.” James replied.

	“Lighten up.” Vito raised his glass.

	“At least the view’s nice.” Charlie looked toward the skyline.

	“I’ll give you that.” James smiled.

	He looked across the harbor. The city shimmered beneath the setting sun.

	Then...

	Harriet approached. A sophisticated woman dressed as if she was the first lady of America. She wore a black high design dress with a black fur shoal. Her dark brown hair put in a bun and never out of place. 

	“James Deveroix?” She checked with a bright smile.

	“That’s me.” James turned and his eyes widened. He never saw rich like this. The diamond necklace shone bright as the Boston sun caught it in its gleam. Her white bracelet was also dressed in diamonds. Her earrings were the same matching the bracelet.  

	“Harriet Hawthorne.”

	James glanced down at the invitation in his hand before slipping it into his back pocket. “So...” He smiled politely. “I guess this means I survived the dress code.”

	“You did.” Harriet laughed. She looked him up and down with an amused smile. “Barely.”

	James glanced at his black shirt and faded jeans. “I told my friends I didn’t belong here.”

	“And yet...” Harriet gestured toward the harbor.

	They shook hands.

	“I have a favor to ask.” Harriet smiled as the conversation drifted toward the grand piano.

	James tilted his head. “What’s that?”

	She glanced toward Eric, Vito, Paul, and Charlie, laughing with a small group of guests nearby.

	“Would the Red Wolves play a few songs for us tonight?”

	James looked toward his bandmates. Eric’s grin stretched from ear to ear.

	“I think that’s a yes,” James laughed. He turned back to Harriet. “What would you like to hear?”

	Harriet didn’t hesitate. “Ride the Fantasy.”

	James smiled. “Good choice.”

	She continued. “Hold On.”

	Eric pointed toward James. “I told you people loved that one.”

	Harriet’s eyes returned to James. “And...” She smiled. “Dream On.”

	James blinked. “You know our music?”

	“I’ve listened to every demo your manager has sent my father.”

	James looked genuinely surprised. “Every one of them?”

	Harriet nodded. “I’ve played Ride the Fantasy more times than I care to admit.”

	James laughed. “I didn’t expect that. I imagine most people here expected a string quartet.”

	She leaned in slightly. “I’d much rather hear a rock band.”

	James smiled. “Then a rock band is what you’ll get.”

	He looked toward Eric and raised two fingers.

	Eric immediately clapped his hands. “Alright, boys! The rich people want some rock and roll!”

	Paul laughed. “Try not to scare ‘em away.”

	Vito grabbed his guitar case. “No promises.”

	Charlie slung his bass over his shoulder.

	James walked toward the piano, then looked back at Harriet.

	“One question.”

	She smiled. “Yes?”

	“Why those three songs?”

	For just a second...

	Harriet’s confident expression softened. “Because...” She looked toward the harbor. “Ride the Fantasy reminds me to dream. Hold On reminds me not to quit. And...” She met his eyes again. “Dream On...” A small smile crossed her face. “Makes me wonder what tomorrow could look like.”

	James smiled. “Then let’s give tomorrow a soundtrack.” He sat at the piano.

	Eric counted them in. “One... two... three... four!”

	The first notes of Ride the Fantasy echoed across Boston Harbor as guests turned toward the stage. Harriet watched James instead of the skyline. James watched the keys.

	Neither of them realized...

	This was the first chapter of a story that would change both of their lives forever.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 1

	There are few spectacles more fascinating to the watchful eyes of society than a daughter raised for greatness.

	— Society Ledger, Early Spring Edition, Boston Times, Emily Freemont

	Rebecca Deveroix stood perfectly still as three women circled her like careful artists working on a priceless sculpture.

	“Turn slightly,” one of the fitters said.

	Rebecca obeyed.

	Silk whispered around her legs as the midnight-blue gown was pulled tighter along her waist. The fabric shimmered in the tall mirrors lining the walls of her bedroom suite, one of the largest rooms in the Deveroix estate overlooking the Charles River.

	She barely recognized the girl staring back.

	Five feet tall, dark brunette waves pinned halfway up, blue eyes framed with delicate makeup. The dress hugged her small figure flawlessly.

	Almost flawlessly.

	One of the fitters paused. Rebecca noticed immediately. They always paused when something was wrong.

	“Is something the matter?” she asked softly.

	“Just a minor adjustment, Miss Deveroix,” Claire Benning stated. 

	The woman tugged at the bodice. Not only was she a fitter, but she was also in charge of the soon-to-be wedding that had been planned for August this year. August twenty seventh, twenty-twenty six.

	Behind them, the bedroom doors opened. The temperature in the room seemed to drop instantly.

	“Ah,” came Harriet Deveroix’s voice. “Let me see my daughter.”

	All three women stepped aside at once.

	Rebecca turned slowly. Her mother stood near the doorway in a perfectly tailored ivory suit, not a strand of hair out of place. Harriet’s eyes were sharp, observant, missing nothing.

	They traveled from Rebecca’s hair to her shoulders to her waist.

	Silence stretched.

	Then Harriet smiled, though it did not quite reach her eyes.

	“Beautiful,” she said.

	The word hung in the air. Rebecca relaxed slightly.

	Until.

	“You’ve gained a little weight.”

	The fitters froze. Rebecca felt the familiar tightening in her chest.

	“It’s barely noticeable,” Harriet continued calmly, stepping closer. “But we must stay ahead of these things. Appearances matter.”

	Her fingers lightly pressed against Rebecca’s waist.

	“This will need correcting.”

	“Yes, Mother.”

	But Harriet was already moving on.

	“No matter. The party begins in an hour, and tonight is important.” She straightened the dress with precise hands. “Your third evening with Bill Masters.”

	Rebecca nodded politely. Everyone in the city seemed to know Bill Masters. His yacht parties were legendary, music, champagne, flashing cameras, and the kind of attention families like hers valued. Bill was handsome, charming, approved.

	Harriet studied Rebecca again.

	“You will make an impression tonight,” she said. “I expect it.”

	Rebecca forced a small smile. “Yes, Mother.”

	As the fitters resumed their work, Rebecca’s eyes drifted toward the window. Beyond the estate grounds, the city glowed with thousands of lights. Lives unfolded far beyond the reach of the Deveroix name. People laughing somewhere. Choosing their own paths.

	For the briefest moment, Rebecca wondered what it might feel like to live a life no one had already planned for her.

	Just before the limousine arrived, Victor Hawthorne appeared in the foyer. He smiled at his daughter, Harriet. She returned the smile, though hers never quite reached her eyes.

	“How is Rebecca today?” he asked.

	“Very well, Father. Though I’m concerned she’s put on a little weight.”

	Victor frowned. “You’re supposed to keep her fit, Harriet.”

	“I am doing my best, Father.”

	“Your best?” He scoffed. “Losers do their best. Winners go beyond. You are a winner, aren’t you?”

	“Yes, Father. I’m sorry.” Harriet turned toward the kitchen. “Coffee?”

	“Yes. Black.”

	“Like your soul,” she muttered under her breath.

	“What was that?”

	She looked over her shoulder with an innocent smile.

	“With some sugar?”

	“Two.”

	As Harriet prepared the coffee, Victor’s voice cut through the silence.

	“Almost two years, Harriet.”

	She didn’t answer.

	“Twenty-six comes faster than you think.”

	Victor stepped beside her. “When that day arrives, every house, every investment, every Red Wolves catalog, every royalty from James’s music, every company bearing the Deveroix name becomes hers.”

	Harriet set the coffee mug on the marble countertop a little harder than intended. “Then we’ll make certain she never realizes what she’s capable of.”

	Victor smiled. “And Bill?”

	“Bill believes she’ll sign whatever he places in front of her.”

	“Good.”

	He picked up his cane and slowly walked toward the grand staircase. “Once they’re married...”

	Harriet finished his sentence without hesitation. “He’ll hand the empire back to us.”

	Victor’s smile disappeared. “Provided we find James’s will.”

	Harriet looked toward the upstairs hallway.

	“I searched his office.”

	“And?”

	“Nothing.”

	“The trust?”

	She slowly shook her head. “Gone.”

	Victor exhaled sharply, gripping the silver handle of his cane. “James knew exactly what he was doing.”

	Harriet’s eyes drifted to the large portrait of Rebecca hanging above the fireplace. The young woman’s smile seemed almost mocking.

	“Then we’ll make sure Rebecca never finds what her father left behind.”

	Victor glanced toward the front windows as the distant sound of a limousine approached.

	“You need to move faster. Rebecca turns twenty-five on the Fourth of July. Only one more year, Harriet... then everything changes.”

	“I know, Father!” Harriet snapped. “Don’t you think I know that?”

	The room fell silent.

	Victor’s stern expression softened almost instantly. “Harriet...” He stepped closer to her as they stood at the counter and placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder before pulling her into a brief embrace. She stiffened instinctively.

	“I know the burden James left you.”

	Harriet forced herself to relax.

	“You’ve done remarkably well carrying it.”

	A faint smile crossed her lips, only to disappear behind a practiced grin. “Thank you, Father.” 

	“One more thing, you are; Trustee. Temporary Manager.” Victor took a sip of his coffee. “I despise temporary.”

	She blew out a breath after taking a sip of her coffee. Just as she heard the butler, Fergeson’s voice from the foyer. 

	“Mrs. Deveroix... Miss Rebecca’s limousine has arrived.”

	Harriet straightened her jacket, every trace of frustration disappearing behind the perfect smile Boston society expected.

	“Showtime.”

	“Remember, Harriet... Boston isn’t watching Rebecca tonight.”

	Harriet looked at him.

	“They’re watching you.”

	She nodded and walked the short distance through the living room. Harriet’s eyes drifted to the large portrait of Rebecca hanging above the fireplace. The young woman’s smile seemed almost mocking. Harriet stared as Rebecca met her.

	“Everything okay, Mother?”

	“Perfect, you look stunning!”

	They left the home.

	Outside, the evening waited. And so did the party that would set everything in motion.

	****

	The limousine ride to the harbor was quiet except for the soft hum of the engine. Harriet checked Rebecca’s reflection in the tinted window, adjusting a strand of hair, and Rebecca stared at the city lights fading behind them. The harbor sparkled, tiny reflections dancing on the dark water, boats bobbing gently. Somewhere, music and laughter echoed across the water from yachts anchored nearby.

	Rebecca stepped onto the dock and immediately felt the press of attention. Flashing cameras reflected on her gown, the shimmer of her jewels, and the nervous flutter in her chest. She could hear the faint murmur of the crowd, catching fragments of conversations that all seemed to center around the same subject. The Masters name.

	The yacht itself was enormous, gleaming white against the dark harbor, with golden lights strung along the deck like stars. The smell of saltwater mixed with perfume and the faint tang of champagne. Guests were already boarding, laughing and chatting, drink in hand. Musicians played a soft tune somewhere near the stern, their instruments twinkling in the evening air.

	“Stay close,” Harriet said, her voice sharp and commanding, and Rebecca fell in step beside her mother.

	Everywhere she looked, the Boston elite moved in a perfectly orchestrated dance. Athletes in tailored suits shook hands with sponsors. Media personalities whispered in corners. Influential families lined the deck, drinking in the spectacle of wealth, power, and reputation. Rebecca felt simultaneously invisible and intensely observed.

	Bill Masters appeared at the top of the stairs, all ease and charm, greeting guests with a confident smile. Cameras seemed drawn to him naturally. The connection to the Boston Bruins, the parties, the attention, the control, it all radiated from him. Everyone wanted to know him, everyone wanted to be near him, and here he was, approving of the world around him like a conductor leading an orchestra.

	Harriet nudged Rebecca gently toward the crowd. “Remember, appearances matter.”

	Rebecca nodded, keeping her smile practiced and her posture perfect. She was part of the spectacle, and for now, that was all she could be.

	And yet, as she stepped onto the yacht, she could not shake the strange flutter in her chest, a feeling that this night, like so many before, would not unfold exactly as expected.

	“There’s the woman that will one day own half the city of Boston,” Emily Freemont said while admiring the beautiful Rebecca. “To become the best, one cannot simply play fair. Power isn’t given; it’s taken.” Emily stood off to the side of the rail looking at the harbor and observed the party.

	
Chapter 2

	Rebecca stayed with Bill on his left arm and smiled. He began a conversation about a guy he was friends with.

	“I told him, I don’t care how much it costs, just make it big.” He laughed.

	Rebecca shook her head and put on the fakest smile. “You’re so funny, Bill.”

	“No, really, he was shocked.”

	“Oh, I can imagine.”

	Rebecca felt suffocated. The yacht pulsed with laughter, clinking glasses, and conversation that felt rehearsed, every word measured, every glance calculated. She had smiled and nodded through endless introductions, all under the vigilant gaze of her mother. Harriet’s approval, attention, and critique weighed on her like a heavy velvet cloak.

	She needed air. And a drink. Not the usual sparkling wine or champagne, the drinks everyone insisted were “appropriate.” She wanted something strong, something real, something that reminded her she was alive.

	Excusing herself with a polite nod to Harriet, she slipped away from the main deck, descending a narrow staircase that led to the lower area of the yacht. The noise softened with each step. The air smelled faintly of polished wood and sea salt, and that night, Rebecca felt the slightest sense of freedom.

	The bar was tucked into a corner, shadowed and quiet compared to the glittering chaos above. A few guests lingered, but none paid her much attention. She leaned on the counter, glancing at the bottles lined in perfect symmetry, and asked for something she wouldn’t normally have, something fiery. The bartender’s hand moved expertly, measuring and mixing.

	Then she looked up and froze.

	He was leaning casually against the far end of the bar, an effortless presence that seemed to command the room without trying. Blond flowing hair, piercing eyes, a jawline that could have been carved by a sculptor. His suit was tailored, but not flashy. It fit like it had been made for him because it had to be perfect for him.

	Rebecca blinked. And immediately, her thoughts betrayed her. She had read about men like him, seen them in magazines, admired from afar but never expected to meet one in person. Someone so composed, so striking, so undeniably magnetic. If she were naming him in a headline, it would say: The Sexiest Man Alive.

	He smiled then, a slight lift of the lips that didn’t need words. And the corner of his eyes crinkled in the way that suggested intelligence, mischief, and danger all at once.

	“Decided to hide from the party upstairs?” he asked. “Sparkling water for the bravest guest.”

	Rebecca laughed. “No.”

	“That’s a real smile, not the party mask.” His voice smooth, low, confident, carrying the hint of amusement.

	Rebecca realized she had been staring. She cleared her throat. “Yes,” she said, managing to keep her voice even. “Now, something strong. Something that doesn’t taste like… perfection.”

	He chuckled, and the sound made her stomach flip in a way she hadn’t felt in years. “I can do that,” he said, reaching for a bottle, pouring with skill. “I’m Anthony, by the way.”

	“Rebecca,” she replied, taking the glass he handed her. She sipped carefully, letting the burn of the liquor remind her she was real, that she could think and breathe and make choices beyond what her mother dictated.

	Anthony’s eyes flicked toward her, assessing, curious, but not prying. There was something about the way he looked at her that felt disarming, like he could see more than she intended to show.

	She wanted to say something clever, witty, sophisticated. Instead, she just nodded and took another sip.

	Somewhere above, the party continued, the laughter, the champagne, the glittering lights. But here, in the shadows with a drink that burned and a man who seemed impossibly alive, Rebecca felt, like she might belong to herself.

	And that realization made her pulse quicken in a way she could not ignore.

	Rebecca took another sip, savoring the burn, when the footsteps came, deliberate, confident, unmistakable.

	Bill Masters appeared at the bottom of the stairs, scanning the bar with a look that said he expected to find exactly who he was searching for. His eyes landed on Rebecca, and the faint smirk tugging at his lips made her pulse tighten.

	When he turned and saw her, he grabbed her tightly to him. “You taking off and making nice with the bartender does not bode well with me or your mother, Harriet!”

	She set her glass down, bracing herself. “Bill,” she said, trying for calm. “I just—”

	“No excuses,” he interrupted, stepping closer, his gaze sweeping the bar like he owned the place. “I expect you to stay where I can find you. Don’t disappear on me again.”

	Rebecca stiffened. There was no charm in his tone. Just control.

	Anthony stood just a few feet away, carefully wiped down the counter but didn’t avert his eyes. Bill’s stare flicked toward him, sharp and dismissive.

	“And you,” Bill said, voice dropping another notch, “keep your hands on the glasses. Focus on your job.” He leaned in slightly. “You’ll never have a chance with her. You’re serving drinks while I own yachts, influence, and everything she’s expected to admire. Don’t get distracted by what you can’t reach.”

	Anthony’s jaw tightened imperceptibly, but his smile never faltered. On the outside, he appeared amused, even deferential. Inside, he was plotting. He knew he was smarter, faster, and far more innovative than the self-important heir standing before him.

	The bartender nodded. No grin, just a slight nod. “Yes, sir!” he smiled.

	Anthony’s secret? He had been perfecting a liquor preservation system for canned cocktails, designed to keep spirits fresh and perfectly balanced for weeks without changing taste, aroma, or alcohol content. He also had another design he was developing: a smart decanter system that measured, poured, and preserved liquor while maintaining ideal temperature and oxidation levels, essentially a home or bar system that could revolutionize the liquor industry.

	He had a few patents already waiting on approval. He did not intend to let Bill or anyone like him get their hands anywhere near it.

	Anthony tilted his head, smiling faintly at Bill and continued. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll do my job.” His tone was casual, but there was steel beneath it. “Some of us actually have work to focus on.”

	Bill’s smirk faltered for a moment, just enough for Anthony to notice. The ego bruised visibly, and the tension between them thickened.

	Rebecca, caught between the two men, felt a thrill she could not ignore. Bill’s dominance was intimidating, demanding, but Anthony’s calm, sharp confidence drew her in unexpectedly. She couldn’t take her eyes off him, nor could she ignore the subtle battle of wills playing out in front of her.

	Bill straightened, brushing imaginary lint off his jacket. “I expect you to remember your place,” he said finally, before turning and striding back toward the upper deck. The yacht’s lights reflected off his polished shoes, leaving a faint trail of authority in his wake.

	Anthony exhaled quietly, just enough that Rebecca noticed. His expression softened ever so slightly, almost imperceptibly, as he turned back to the bottles, sliding another drink across the counter.

	Rebecca sipped her drink, heart racing. She didn’t know it yet, but she had just stepped into the crossfire of wealth, ambition, innovation, and desire. And the night had only just begun.

	Bill did not wait for permission.

	He reached for Rebecca’s wrist, firm but polished enough that anyone watching might mistake it for affection. His fingers closed around her hand and gently but decisively pulled her away from the bar.

	“Come on,” he said. “You’re needed upstairs.”

	Rebecca glanced once over her shoulder. Anthony was already moving behind the bar again, calm, unreadable, polishing a glass as though nothing had happened. But their eyes met for a brief moment before the staircase curved out of view.

	Something about that look lingered with her as Bill guided her back up to the main deck.

	The music grew louder with every step. Laughter floated across the deck, and the harbor lights shimmered across the water like scattered jewels. Cameras flashed near the railings as more guests arrived.

	Bill released her hand only long enough to place his arm around her back, steering her through the crowd with practiced ease.

	“I want you to meet a few people.”

	Rebecca nodded politely, slipping back into the role she had been raised to perform.

	Within moments, Bill was introducing her to a small circle of powerful guests gathered near the upper deck lounge. Men in tailored suits turned toward her with interest.

	“Miss Rebecca Deveroix,” Bill said proudly. “One of Boston’s finest.”

	One of the men shook her hand warmly. “A pleasure,” he said. “I’ve heard quite a bit about the Deveroix family.”

	Bill gestured toward another guest. “Senator Collins.”

	Then another. “And Senator Ramirez.”

	Rebecca offered a graceful smile; the one Harriet had drilled into her since she was old enough to attend events.

	Nearby stood the governor, deep in conversation with a pair of athletes in sharp suits. Bill guided her closer.

	“Governor,” Bill said, “I’d like you to meet Rebecca.”

	The governor nodded, friendly but clearly accustomed to introductions like this.

	“And of course,” Bill continued with a hint of pride, “a few friends from the Bruins.”

	The players greeted her politely, tall and broad-shouldered, their presence drawing attention from nearly everyone on the deck. Conversations nearby shifted immediately toward hockey, the upcoming season, trades, and sponsorships.

	Rebecca nodded and smiled again, though internally she felt the familiar disinterest stir. The energy around sports had never held her attention, but she could see the effect it had on everyone else.

	Across the deck, Harriet Deveroix was watching.

	And she looked impressed.

	Rebecca noticed the subtle approval in her mother’s posture. The small nod Harriet gave as if to say, yes, this is exactly how the evening should unfold.

	It was rare.

	Bill leaned closer to Rebecca.

	“You’re doing well,” he said quietly. “Very well.”

	Rebecca wasn’t sure if it was praise or evaluation.

	A moment later, Harriet approached them, elegance and authority woven into every step.

	“Bill,” she said warmly. “You’ve gathered quite the evening.”

	He smiled. “Only the best for Boston.”

	Harriet’s gaze flicked toward Rebecca, clearly satisfied. “You’re handling yourself beautifully tonight,” she said.

	Rebecca felt something inside her ease slightly. Praise from her mother did not come easily. “Thank you, Mother.”

	Bill glanced at them.

	“Actually,” he said, lowering his voice slightly, “Mrs. Deveroix, may I borrow you for a moment?”

	Harriet’s eyes sharpened with interest. “Of course.”

	They stepped slightly aside near the rail, where the music softened and the harbor wind carried the scent of saltwater.

	Rebecca remained with the group, continuing polite conversation, though her attention drifted toward the two of them.

	Bill’s tone shifted, more serious now. “I’ve been thinking carefully about the future,” he said. “Not just business. Something more permanent.”

	Harriet watched him closely.

	“I want to marry Rebecca.”

	Harriet did not react immediately, but there was a spark of calculation in her eyes.

	Bill continued. “I know I can’t speak with her father. I understand what happened. I know he passed when she was young.” His voice lowered slightly with what almost sounded like respect. “But I intend to take care of her. The way she deserves.”

	Harriet studied him for a long moment. “The Masters name,” she said slowly. “Your influence in the city. The Bruins connections. Your position.”

	Bill nodded confidently. “And my plans are expanding. Sports ownership, media partnerships, international investments. Rebecca would never need anything.”

	Harriet’s gaze moved briefly toward her daughter across the deck, speaking with the governor and one of the players.

	For a moment, Harriet allowed herself to smile. “You’re ambitious,” she said.

	Bill smiled back. “I always am.”

	Harriet folded her hands lightly. “We should continue this conversation soon.”

	It was not a yes. But it was far from a no. And Bill knew it.

	Across the deck, Rebecca laughed politely at something one of the Bruins players said, though her eyes briefly drifted toward the staircase leading below.

	Toward the quiet bar. Toward the man who had looked at her as though she were simply a person, not a plan.

	The harbor wind picked up, carrying the distant echo of music and the promise that the night was far from over.

	 

	


Chapter 3

	The next evening, Rebecca was already a ghost in her own world.

	She had slipped away from the estate, away from Harriet’s watchful eyes and the endless rules, and made her way to the little bar where Harbor Lights was playing. No one knew she was there. She was invisible. And  months, she could just… be herself.

	The air inside the bar was warm, thick with the scent of polished wood, leather, and faint sea salt from the harbor breeze drifting in through the open windows. The lights were low, golden against the brick walls, the small stage glowed softly.

	Anthony De Vries stepped up to the microphone, and the guitar slung casually across his shoulder. His blond-brown hair fell just past his shoulders, catching the soft stage lights, and he looked effortlessly alive.

	Rebecca found a quiet corner and leaned against the wall, unnoticed. Her heart beat a little faster than it should have as the first notes rang out.

	The unmistakable riff of Bad Company’s “Feel Like Making Love” filled the room. Anthony’s fingers danced along the strings with precision and flair. His voice hit every note perfectly, capturing the smooth, raspy richness of Paul Rodgers.

	Rebecca couldn’t help it. She smiled. The song wrapped around her, warming her in a way the polished gala lights and polite conversations never could. Her lips curved without thought, eyes closing briefly as she let herself feel, just for a moment, that kind of freedom. 

	Dressed in clothing she would never normally wear, Rebecca hoped no one would recognize her. A faded baseball cap bearing a USA emblem with 1776–2026 stitched beneath it shadowed her face. An American flag T-shirt stretched across her frame, an eagle soaring boldly across the design, while matching patriotic shorts completed the disguise. It wasn’t elegant. It wasn’t fashionable. But for one night, she wasn’t trying to be Rebecca Deveroix.

	Anthony’s gaze swept the crowd, scanning the dimly lit faces, before landing just for a heartbeat where Rebecca was hidden. He tilted his head ever so slightly, a hint of a knowing smile playing at the corners of his lips. But she did not move. She wanted to stay unseen, to stay just a spectator to this moment that was hers and hers alone.

	The music swelled, and Rebecca felt the world outside, expectations, the rules, the endless plans, fade away. Here, the notes, the voice, the guitar, and the warmth of the room were enough.

	Anthony hit the bridge of the song, voice soaring, fingers sliding along the frets with the kind of ease that could only come from hours of practice, passion, and obsession. Every note was alive. Every word carried a heat that made Rebecca shiver slightly.

	And she stood there, smiling, letting herself exist outside the strict boundaries of her world, knowing fully that she would return to it soon. But for now, she could just breathe, watch, and listen. Anthony had no idea she was here. And perhaps, she thought with a little thrill, that was exactly the way she liked it.

	The next song came Desire. The pumping notes, then hard-hitting chords soared through her and her heart pulsed. She found herself clapping at the rhythm. Just standing there, smiling. Living. Breathing. It was the most magical night of freedom ever. No cameras, no media. Just her being her. The three minutes came quick and she loved every second of it.

	The final chord of Desire hung in the air. For a moment, nobody moved. The crowd erupted to applause. Anthony lowered his guitar and stepped back from the microphone, his blond-brown hair falling across his shoulders as he smiled toward the audience.

	Rebecca remained frozen. She could still feel the song vibrating somewhere inside her chest. It was ridiculous. She barely knew him. A bartender, musician, man whose last name she had only learned the night before.

	And yet...

	Something about him felt real. Dangerously real.

	“Interesting.”

	The voice beside her nearly made her jump. Rebecca turned. A woman stood nearby, notebook tucked beneath one arm. Dark hair. Sharp eyes. The kind of woman who looked like she noticed everything.

	“I’m sorry?” Rebecca asked.

	The woman smiled. “Nothing.” She glanced toward the stage. “Just observing.”

	Rebecca immediately recognized the type.

	Reporter. The woman extended her hand. “Emily Freemont.”

	Rebecca hesitated. “Natasha.”

	Emily’s eyebrow lifted slightly. No last name. Interesting.

	“I’ve seen Anthony play dozens of times,” Emily said casually.

	Rebecca tried to appear indifferent. “Oh?”

	Emily nodded. “He’s usually good.”

	Rebecca looked back toward the stage. “Usually?”

	Emily laughed. “Tonight he was distracted.”

	Across the room Anthony was speaking with a few patrons while putting away equipment. His eyes drifted toward Rebecca. Just briefly. Then away.

	Emily noticed. Of course she noticed. Reporters lived on details. “Huh.”

	Rebecca folded her arms. “Huh what?”

	Emily smiled. “Nothing.”

	Which obviously meant something. Before Rebecca could respond, Anthony stepped off the stage. Several women immediately intercepted him. One asked for a photo. Another wanted to buy him a drink. Anthony handled it all politely. Comfortably.

	Rebecca suddenly felt ridiculous for standing there watching. What was she doing? She should go home. Before Harriet discovered she had disappeared. Before Bill called. Before reality returned. She turned toward the exit.

	“Leaving already?” Anthony’s voice stopped her.

	Rebecca looked back. He had somehow crossed the room without her noticing. Up close, he looked even better than he had under the stage lights. Which hardly seemed fair. His guitar hung over one shoulder. The sleeves of his black shirt were rolled up. His smile was easy. Dangerous.

	“Maybe,” Rebecca said.

	Anthony tilted his head. “You didn’t stay for the second set.”

	“You noticed?”

	“I notice a lot.”

	Emily, watching from the bar, nearly choked on her drink.

	Anthony ignored her completely.

	Rebecca laughed despite herself. “I thought musicians were supposed to watch the crowd.”

	“We do.” His eyes met hers. “Sometimes one person stands out.”

	Heat rushed into her cheeks. Anthony looked pleased with himself.

	“That song, Desire,” Rebecca said quickly, changing the subject. “It was beautiful.”

	Something softened in his expression. “Guitar was out of tune.”

	“It didn’t sound out of tune.”

	“It was.”

	Rebecca smiled. “You always that hard on yourself?”

	Anthony laughed. “Always.”

	For a second neither of them spoke. The noise of the bar faded. The harbor wind rattled near a window. And now after all these years of hiding how she felt, Rebecca felt completely disconnected from the world she came from.

	No yachts, senators, governors, Bill Masters. Just this moment. Anthony leaned casually against the bar.

	“So, what do you actually like?”

	Rebecca blinked. “What?”

	“Everyone asks what people do.” He shrugged. “I think that’s boring.”

	Rebecca found herself smiling. “No one’s ever asked me that.”

	“Then they’re asking the wrong questions.”

	The answer came surprisingly easily.

	“Books.”

	Anthony nodded. “Good start.”

	“Coffeeshops.”

	“Excellent.”

	She laughed. “Walking around the city.”

	“Getting better.”

	Rebecca shook her head. “What about you?”

	Anthony grinned. “Music.”

	“No surprise.”

	“Inventions.”

	That caught her attention. “Inventions?”

	His eyes lit up instantly.

	Emily noticed that too.

	Anthony almost never talked about his projects. “Yeah.” He rested his forearms on the bar. “I’m working on a few things.”

	“What kind of things?”

	Anthony looked around dramatically. “Top secret things.”

	Rebecca laughed. “No really.”

	His smile grew. “Let’s just say if everything works out, I won’t be pouring drinks forever.”

	Rebecca saw genuine excitement in him. Not performance. Not charming. Passion. And somehow that was far more attractive. 

	“What about you?” Anthony asked.

	Rebecca smiled. “I love gardens.”

	“Gardens?”

	“They’re peaceful.” She laughed softly. “The water, too. Lakes. Beaches. Just sitting there listening.” She paused. “And...”

	Anthony raised an eyebrow.

	“I still love jumping in puddles.”

	He laughed. “Seriously?”

	“Every chance I get. Art. Like paintings, mostly. Renaissance art fascinates me.” 

	Just fascinating.” 

	“Van Gogh?” Anthony chuckled.

	“Ha, no, actually, overrated.” She laughed again.  “Raphael. The Transfiguration is my favorite. “Dad was a man of faith. I guess some of that rubbed off on me.”

	“Big believer you are, huh?”

	“Yeah. I try to. But lately, he’d be disappointed.”

	“Why?”

	“He always told me to dream on. It was the first song I heard him and his band play. And I haven’t been able.”

	“No way!”

	“What?”

	“Dream on, only two bands I know sing that phrase, and I don’t think you’re Liv Tyler.” He laughed. His eyes widened.

	Anthony turned his head slightly. “Wait...” He looked at her. “Dream On...” His eyes widened. “James Deveroix used to tell his daughter to dream on in interviews.”

	Rebecca froze.

	Anthony slowly put a hand over his mouth. “You’re...”

	She nodded once. “Please don’t say it. Don’t announce it!” she pleaded.

	“I won’t. I swear. I also love gardens, walks on the beach, smores. I love video games, any type of games really. And just a nice night watching TV. Like Criminal Minds, Lioness, OneChicago. You know?”

	“No, I don’t know. I don’t get to watch whatever whenever I want.”

	“Oh, that’s tragic.”

	Across the room, Emily Freemont closed her notebook. Something was happening here. She wasn’t sure what yet. But every instinct she possessed told her one thing.

	This story was only beginning.

	


Chapter 4

	Later that night.

	Emily Freemont had spent three hours convincing herself she was imagining things. By midnight, she knew she wasn’t. The notebook on her apartment desk lay open beneath a half-finished cup of coffee.

	On one page: Anthony De Vries. Harbor Lights. Inventor. Bartender. Regular performances at Harbor Point.

	On another page: Natasha. No last name.

	Dressed like a regular joe wearing a baseball cap celebrating America’s two hundred and fiftieth birthday. A flag shirt with an eagle soaring across it. Seemed wealthy. Avoided questions. Refused photographs.

	Emily tapped her pen against the notebook. The pieces fit. They fit a little too well.

	“Who are you?” she whispered.

	Then she opened her laptop.

	****

	Across town

	Anthony leaned against the hood of his truck as he snuck out of the bar. Rebecca emerged from the side entrance of the estate wearing jeans for perhaps the first time in years.

	Anthony stared.

	Rebecca laughed. “What?”

	“I almost didn’t recognize you.”

	“Good.”

	The smile she gave him made something warm spread through his chest. Tonight she wasn’t Miss Deveroix. She wasn’t an heiress or Boston’s society woman. Not Natasha, the name she gave Emily, just simply Rebecca. And since meeting her, Anthony decided to stop pretending.

	“Come have dinner with me.”

	Rebecca blinked. “A date?”

	Anthony smiled. “If you want it to be.”

	She surprised herself. “Yes.”

	****

	Hours later...

	The Deveroix mansion was silent. Except Harriet wasn’t asleep. She sat in the library. Waiting. The grandfather clock ticked. Midnight. Then one. Then two. Harriet’s expression hardened with each passing minute. Finally, she picked up her phone.

	“Bill.”

	His voice came immediately. “Mrs. Deveroix?”

	“She’s gone.”

	Silence.

	“What do you mean gone?”

	“I mean Rebecca is not in this house.”

	“Did she leave a note?” he asked.

	“Nothing. I’ve been waiting, it’s almost three am, Bill. My daughter is missing!” Harriet cried.

	“It’s okay, I’m sure she is fine. Have you heard anything from anyone?”

	“No. I tried calling her and nothing. She always answers me. She knows better not to!”

	“Okay. I’ll be over shortly.”

	****

	By the time Rebecca returned, nearly three in the morning, every light in the mansion was on. Her stomach dropped.

	Harriet stood at the top of the staircase. Bill stood beside her. Neither looked pleased. Not even a little. Her eyes widened when she saw Bill there too. What was going on? She was twenty-five years old. She could do what she wanted. She didn’t owe her mother or Bill anything. But they believed otherwise. She skidded while trying to stop at the entrance to the living room just off the large, tall, elegant foyer. 

	“Mother...”

	Harriet’s voice cut through the room like glass. “Where have you been?”

	Rebecca suddenly felt sixteen years old again.

	Bill folded his arms. “We’ve been worried sick.”

	Rebecca nearly laughed at that.

	Bill wasn’t worried, she could tell he was angry.

	“I was out.”

	Harriet descended the staircase slowly. “You disappeared.”

	“I needed space.”

	“You embarrassed this family.”

	Rebecca ignored that last bit and cleared her throat almost as if in defiance. “I had dinner.”

	“Dinner with whom?” her mother asked.

	Silence.

	Harriet’s eyes narrowed. Bill already knew. Rebecca could see it.

	And somehow that made everything worse.

	The silence stretched. The grandfather clock in the hallway ticked loudly.

	Harriet’s expression hardened. “Rebecca.”

	“It doesn’t matter.”

	“It matters to me.”

	“It matters to all of us,” Bill added.

	Rebecca turned toward him. “No. It matters to you.”

	Bill looked taken aback. For perhaps the first time since she’d met him, someone had challenged him directly.

	“You disappeared for hours,” he said. “Nobody knew where you were.”

	“I’m twenty-five years old.”

	“You are a Deveroix.”

	Rebecca laughed. A short, bitter sound. “There it is.”

	Harriet descended the final step and stopped only a few feet away.

	“There what is?”

	“The family name.” Rebecca grinned. Rebecca spread her hands. “Everything is always about the family name.”

	Harriet narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. “Because that name has opened every door you’ve ever walked through.”

	“Doors I never wanted or needed!” Rebecca spat on the floor.

	“How dare you! How dare you!” Harriet screamed.

	Bill placed a warm hand on Harriet’s shoulder. “If what she says is true, then, Harriet, I think this needs to end.”

	“No. She is just talking like a child. I promise that this matter will be straightened out.”

	“Harriet, it appears that she never wanted this.”

	Silence.

	The words seemed to hang in the air.

	Harriet stared at her daughter. For a moment Rebecca thought she saw something behind the anger. Fear. Then it vanished.

	“You have responsibilities,” Harriet stated.

	“No. You have plans. Plans for me that I never wanted. I never got a life. Always dragged to parties when I should have been playing with dolls or playing with other girls. Always being modeled to be the perfect slave!”

	“Rebecca –”

	“You and Bill have been planning my future since I was a child.”

	Bill stepped forward. “We only want what’s best for you.”

	Rebecca looked at him. “Do you?”

	The question struck harder than she intended. Bill’s face darkened. Before he could answer, Harriet raised her hand. Enough. The room fell silent.

	Harriet straightened her shoulders. “I will not have this family become the subject of gossip.”

	Rebecca folded her arms. “So, that’s what this is about.”

	“It’s about protecting you.”

	“No.” Rebecca shook her head. “It’s about controlling me.” 

	The slap of those words echoed through the foyer. Harriet’s face went pale. For several seconds neither woman spoke. Finally, Harriet drew in a slow breath.

	“Very well.”

	Something in her voice made Rebecca uneasy.

	“Until you learn to act responsibly, you will remain on the estate.”

	Rebecca blinked. “What?”

	“No parties.”

	“Mother—”

	“No social engagements.”

	“You’re serious?”

	“I am completely serious.”

	Rebecca stared at her. “You can’t be serious.”

	“I can.”

	Harriet’s voice remained calm. Almost frighteningly calm. “The drivers have been instructed not to take you anywhere without my approval.”

	Rebecca felt her stomach drop. “You can’t do that.”

	“I already have.”

	The realization settled heavily over her. This wasn’t a threat. It had already been decided. Harriet turned away. The conversation was over. At least for her. Rebecca stood frozen as her mother walked toward Bill.

	Her voice softened immediately. “Bill.”

	He looked up.

	Harriet placed a hand on his arm.

	“I hope you’ll forgive this embarrassment.”

	Rebecca rolled her eyes.

	“Harriet,” Bill began.

	“No.” Harriet shook her head. “You deserved better this evening.”

	Bill glanced toward Rebecca. She looked away.

	“I hope you understand that our family values discretion,” Harriet said.

	“Of course.”

	“And I would appreciate it if this remained private.”

	Bill nodded immediately. “You have my word.”

	Harriet smiled faintly. “Thank you.”

	The exchange made Rebecca feel sick. As though she was standing in a room where everyone had discussed her future except her.

	Bill looked at Rebecca one final time. There was disappointment in his eyes. Possession, too. That bothered her even more. After a few moments he straightened his jacket.

	“I should go.”

	Harriet accompanied him to the door.

	Rebecca remained where she was. Watching. Waiting. The massive front door closed behind him with a heavy thud. Silence filled the mansion.

	Harriet didn’t turn around immediately. When she finally did, her expression had changed. The anger was gone. The disappointment remained.

	Then she climbed the staircase.

	Rebecca stood alone in the enormous foyer. Alone beneath the crystal chandelier. Alone with the realization that her world had suddenly become much smaller.

	Outside, beyond the estate walls, Boston continued on without her. Somewhere in the city, Anthony De Vries was probably loading equipment after another Harbor Lights rehearsal.

	And for once in her life, Rebecca Deveroix understood exactly what it felt like to be trapped.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 5

	The first few days had been unbearable. Weather outside was the most beautiful Boston had witnessed in a while. A cold front had just blown through. Rebecca hated the cold. She hated being trapped. She longed for eighty degree days. The water. She loved being by the water. 

	By the seventh day, they had become worse.

	Routine.

	Rebecca sat alone on the stone patio overlooking the rose gardens, her legs tucked beneath her as the June sun warmed her skin. A gentle breeze drifted through the estate grounds, carrying the sweet scent of blooming roses across the property. She sat down in her ripped jean shorts, ball cap and tank top, this was the Rebecca she loved. Her favorite colors of purple and mauve lay gently across her frame.

	The Deveroix Estate had never looked more beautiful.

	And she had never hated it more.

	The gardens stretched for acres beyond the patio. Perfectly trimmed hedges lined with winding pathways. Marble fountains sparkled beneath the afternoon sun. Rows of roses in every imaginable shade painted the landscape with color.

	It looked like paradise but to her, it felt like a prison. Rebecca glanced at her phone. Twenty-three unread messages. Six missed calls. Three invitations. A dozen social media notifications.

	She sighed. Her thumb hovered over the screen before she opened her favorite social media app. Immediately, new notifications flooded the screen.

	Where are you?

	Missed you at the harbor party!

	Everything okay?

	You disappeared.

	Are you sick?

	One message in particular caught her attention. Emily Freemont. Rebecca frowned. She barely knew the woman. Yet somehow Emily kept appearing.

	The message itself seemed harmless. Hope you’re doing well.

	Rebecca stared at it for several seconds. Then she set the phone down. Something about Emily made her nervous. Not because she was cruel. Because she was observant.

	Very observant.

	The kind of person who noticed details others missed. And right now, Rebecca had too many details she wanted hidden.

	The phone buzzed again. Another notification. Another invitation. Another reminder that life continued outside the estate walls. She locked the screen and tossed it onto the nearby table.

	For the first time in her life, being Rebecca Deveroix, felt exhausting.

	“Enjoying the sunshine?”

	Rebecca growled and shook her head at the voice of her mother. Harriet stood near the patio doors. Perfect as always. Elegant as always. Impossible as always.

	Rebecca forced a smile. “As much as one can enjoy sunshine while under house arrest.”

	Harriet’s expression immediately cooled. “You are not under house arrest.”

	Rebecca laughed. “Really? I have my phone, but I can’t check anything,” she stated. 

	Harriet folded her arms. “You are being given time to think.”

	Rebecca grumbled. “On a private estate the size of a small country.”

	“Exactly.”

	Rebecca shook her head. “You don’t understand.” 

	“No.” Harriet stepped forward. “It’s you who doesn’t understand.”

	The words landed heavily between them.

	“You disappeared without a word.”

	“I went on a date.”

	“You embarrassed this family.”

	Rebecca closed her eyes.  There it was again. The family. The reputation. The image. Always the image. Never Rebecca.

	“Did you hear a word I said, Mother? Do you realize by you doing this, you’re being more of the embarrassment!?”

	Harriet was right near her when she opened her eyes. She felt the breeze from the woman’s raised hand. And Rebecca felt the sudden sting. 

	“How dare you? Guess what, give me your phone! Another week!” Harriet growled.

	“But I only get to look at it. Not like I can do anything. You already locked me out of my accounts, everything!”

	“I know but now, now you get nothing!”

	Rebecca stood stunned holding her cheek. No words came. Her eyes widened. Harriet saw the phone on the table across from where Rebecca sat. She grabbed it. Walked away.

	Conversation over. Just like always. Rebecca watched her disappear back into the mansion. Then she leaned back in her chair and stared at the cloudless sky. She took her hand away from her cheek and saw her own blood. The woman stared at the blood. She remembered her mother’s raised hand. Her eyes widened. 

	She wasn’t wearing the wedding ring her father had gotten her. No this was a different ring. A ring that never left her ensemble. The heavy platinum ring always gleamed, its princess-cut diamonds framed by three rows of similar stones. It was flawless, imposing, and impossible to ignore. 

	“That ring. I never noticed but why, why wouldn’t she wear dad’s ring?” Rebecca cried.

	A memory flashed before her after Harriet left. Rebecca ran her fingers across the worn cover of the first Red Wolves album, Ride the Fantasy. James smiled back at her from another lifetime.  She was four. She had wandered into Harriet’s bedroom carrying the album.

	“Dad looked happy.”

	Harriet had taken it from her. Her expression had hardened. “Your father loved wine, women, and song.”

	Rebecca had frowned. “What does that mean?”

	Harriet looked away. “It means he loved the stage more than he loved us.”

	Rebecca remembered staring at the photograph. She hadn’t understood.

	“But... he smiled when he held me.”

	Harriet’s jaw tightened. “Pictures don’t tell the whole story.” She’d taken the album. Closed it. And placed it back on the shelf. “Don’t ask about him again.”

	Back in the present...

	“No...” She whispered to herself. “That isn’t you. Why would Mom lie?”

	****

	Harbor Lights

	Anthony De Vries adjusted the microphone stand on the Harbor Lights stage. The small crowd filling the bar barely registered. His focus was elsewhere. His bandmate noticed immediately.

	“You miss her,” his drummer, Tim said.

	Anthony nearly dropped his guitar pick. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	Tim laughed. “You absolutely do.”

	Anthony rolled his eyes. 

	Tim laughed once more, “She came to the bar twice.”

	“Three times.” Anthony stopped.

	The drummer pointed. “See?”

	Anthony groaned. Three times. He hadn’t even realized he’d been counting. The truth was impossible to ignore.

	Rebecca had vanished. No texts. No visits. Nothing. And that bothered him far more than it should have. The front door opened. Anthony glanced up automatically. Not Rebecca. Just another customer. Disappointment settled in immediately. He hated that.

	Tim laughed again. “Bad.”

	“Shut up.”

	“You’ve got it bad.”

	Anthony picked up his guitar. Maybe he did.

	****

	Boston Times

	Emily Freemont sat alone in the nearly empty newsroom. The evening shift had become quiet. A television mounted high on the wall played the late news with the volume turned down while the steady tapping of keyboards echoed from the opposite end of the room.

	Three browser tabs glowed across her computer screen. Rebecca Deveroix. Harbor Lights bar. Deveroix Family Foundation.

	She stared at them for several moments before opening a fourth. A name kept appearing associated with the Deveroix name.

	Victor Hawthorne.

	Emily narrowed her eyes. “Why do you keep showing up?”

	She leaned back in her chair. Over the past few days, she’d noticed something strange. Rebecca had vanished from nearly every public event. Harriet had become unusually guarded. Bill Masters had canceled two interviews without explanation.

	Now there was Harbor Lights. The Deveroix Family Foundation. Victor Hawthorne. Emily had heard of him, of course. Nearly everyone in Boston had. He rarely appeared in public, rarely gave interviews, yet his name seemed to surface behind nearly every major acquisition, charitable foundation, and business merger in the city. Was he related to the Deveroix’s? He never made it known if he was, but he was seen with Harriet a lot.

	He preferred influence over attention. Emily found that curious. Victor Hawthorne didn’t belong with the others. Yet somehow, he did.

	Emily opened her notebook. Across the top she had written one sentence.

	People lie. Patterns don’t.

	Beneath it, she began writing. Rebecca disappears.  Harriet becomes secretive.  Harbor Lights?  Victor connected, somehow? 

	Emily tapped the end of her pen against the notebook. She glanced at the sentence one more time. A bartender from Harbor Lights had quietly mentioned seeing Rebecca there a few nights earlier. It could have meant nothing.

	Emily had learned long ago that “nothing” sometimes became everything.

	 “It doesn’t make sense...” Then she smiled. “Yet.”

	Experience had taught her something. The best stories never announced themselves. They whispered. And right now... This one was practically begging to be heard. Her phone vibrated across the desk. Unknown Number.

	Emily answered immediately. “Emily Freemont.”

	A familiar voice chuckled. “You still chasing ghosts?”

	Emily smiled. “Only the interesting ones.”

	“I heard you were asking about the Deveroix family.”

	Her smile faded. “I ask about a lot of people.”

	“Not like this.”

	Emily reached for her notebook. “What have you got?”

	The caller hesitated. “I don’t know if it means anything.”

	Emily uncapped her pen. “It usually doesn’t.” A pause. “Until it does.”

	The caller lowered his voice. “I heard Rebecca has disappeared from the summer social scene for a few days. Rumor has it that there is something up at the estate. A source close to the Deveroix family says that Rebecca isn’t spending as much time with Bill Masters as everyone thinks she is. She’s been with someone else.”

	Emily stopped writing. “Who’s saying that?”

	“Enough for me to notice.”

	“Did they see him?” she asked.

	“I don’t know.”

	“How long ago?”

	“Couple of days.”

	Another pause. “And Emily.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Be careful.”

	She frowned. “Why?”

	“Because people with that kind of money.” The line grew quiet.

	“Don’t like reporters asking questions.”

	Click.

	The call ended. Emily slowly lowered the phone. She looked back at the four browser tabs. Rebecca. Harbor Lights. The Deveroix Foundation. Victor Hawthorne. She drew one long line beneath Victor Hawthorne’s name. Then another. Connected it to Harbor Lights. Another. To the Deveroix Family Foundation.

	After the call ended. She looked at Rebecca’s photo on her screen. From an earlier charity gala around May, twenty, twenty-six.  She smiled happily. Perfect.

	She stared at the page. Four names. Three lines. One question.  “I don’t know how,” she whispered. “But you’re connected.” She closed the notebook. A determined smile crossed her face. “Whatever happened to you, Rebecca Deveroix.” She grabbed her coat from the back of her chair.  Then Emily quietly said, “Happy people don’t disappear.”

	****

	The Deveroix Estate

	That evening, Rebecca wandered deeper into the gardens. The heat of the day had faded. Long shadows stretched across the pathways. The fountains glowed gold beneath the setting sun. She followed one of the winding stone paths until she reached the far corner of the estate. A quiet place she had loved since childhood. Few people came here. Even Harriet rarely visited.

	Rebecca sat on a weathered stone bench and listened to the distant sound of water. For a while, she simply existed. No expectations, parties, Bill, pressure. Just silence.

	She closed her eyes. And immediately thought of Anthony. The way he smiled. How he laughed. The way he spoke about music and inventions with equal passion. When he looked at her.

	Not as an heiress. Not as a future wife. Just Rebecca. 

	Her chest tightened. A week. It had only been a week. Why did it feel so much longer? The answer frightened her. Because she missed him. Far more than she should. The realization settled heavily inside her.

	A bird chirped nearby. The fountain continued its endless song. And somewhere beyond the estate walls, life continued without her. Rebecca stared toward the distant city skyline barely visible beyond the trees. And suddenly, she found herself wanting something she couldn’t simply buy.

	Freedom.

	And perhaps...

	Someone waiting for her beyond the gates. The evening breeze stirred the roses. The last rays of sunlight slipped below the horizon. Since Harriet had confined her to the estate, Rebecca made a decision.

	She wasn’t going to stay trapped forever. Even as the blood dripped from her cheek, she knew that one day she would leave this place.

	Sooner or later...

	Something was going to break.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6

	Freedom felt different than Rebecca imagined. For an entire week she had dreamed about leaving the estate. At first, she counted the days. Then the hours, the minutes, the seconds even. That was all she had time to do. Her mother took her phone, and she had no way to contact the outside. Her tablet was gone, laptop, TV, everything.

	By the end, she simply stopped counting altogether. The confinement had changed something inside her. Not dramatically. It wasn’t overnight. But enough. Enough to make her question things she had accepted her entire life. The change made her stop apologizing for wanting more. It made her realize that perhaps her mother wasn’t protecting her at all. Perhaps she was protecting an image. Yes, it was definitely the image. It was always the image with Harriet Deveroix. Something her father never liked about his wife.

	Rebecca had fixed the cut on her cheek days ago. The bleeding had stopped almost immediately, leaving behind only a faint reminder whenever she looked in the mirror.

	A reminder she hadn’t forgotten.

	Bill had visited twice. Both times she endured the conversation and each time she smiled when expected. Nodded when necessary. Answered questions with polite, rehearsed responses. The same responses she’d been giving to people her entire life.

	Bill never seemed to notice. Or perhaps he simply didn’t care.

	By the time Harriet finally lifted the restrictions, Rebecca knew exactly where she wanted to go.

	And it wasn’t the harbor. Not the bar, Harbor Lights. And it certainly was not Anthony De Vries. Not yet.

	Instead, she found herself driving west beneath a brilliant June sky. Boston slowly disappeared behind her. The city skyline gave way to tree-lined roads and rolling hills. After more than a week, she finally felt like she could breathe.

	The bottle of vodka rested on the passenger seat. Her father’s favorite. A small smile tugged at her lips. He only drank it to warm up his vocal cords. She received this bit of information from Uncle Eric Rose. The drummer of the band. But she still wondered why she could never see him or her other uncles. Vito, Paul, Charlie. She missed them all terribly. Even her Grandma Louise and Grandpa Don. All she had left was Grandpa Victor. But Harriet never mentioned her mother, ever.

	“Still terrible taste.”

	The words escaped before she realized she’d spoken them. The smile lingered. It felt strange. She hadn’t smiled much lately. Twenty minutes later she pulled through wrought-iron gates.

	The sign read: DEVEROIX MEMORIAL GARDENS

	The cemetery stretched across acres of pristine land. Marble monuments gleamed beneath the afternoon sun. Ancient oak trees cast long shadows across winding pathways. Fresh flowers decorated headstones and family crypts. Even in death, the wealthy found ways to separate themselves from everyone else.

	Rebecca parked and stepped from the car. The summer breeze immediately wrapped around her. Warm. Comfortable. Free. The exact opposite of the estate. She grabbed the bottle and began walking.

	Past the fountain and the chapel. Beyond generations of Deveroix history carved into stone. Everywhere she looked were reminders of legacy. Expectations. Family. Duty. Words Harriet loved. Words Rebecca was beginning to hate.

	Eventually she found him.

	James Deveroix.

	Beloved Husband. Beloved Father. Gone far too soon.

	Rebecca stopped walking. For a moment she simply stared. No matter how many times she visited, it never felt real. The dates beneath his name always hurt. The realization always returned. He wasn’t coming back.

	Slowly, she lowered herself into the grass beside the headstone. The silence felt familiar. Comfortable. Safe. For several minutes she said nothing at all.

	Then she unscrewed the vodka bottle.

	“Thought I’d bring you something.” The smell immediately made her grimace. She poured a small amount onto the grass beside the stone. “Still smells awful.”

	The clear liquid disappeared into the earth. Rebecca rested her arms on her knees. The wind stirred gently through the nearby trees. And suddenly the words came.

	“I miss you.” Her throat tightened. “It’s so hard here without you.” The simple honesty of it hurt more than expected. “You know that, right?”

	The cemetery offered no answer. Only silence. Rebecca laughed softly. A sad laugh.

	“The funny thing is that I think you’d actually enjoy watching this disaster.” She glanced toward the bottle. “Mom’s completely lost her mind.” The smile disappeared. “She wants me to marry Bill.”

	Even saying it felt wrong. Like she was reading from someone else’s life.

	“Bill Masters.”

	Rebecca shook her head. The name alone exhausted her.

	“I know exactly what you’d say.”

	Immediately she heard his voice. Clear as day. Not a chance in hell. The memory made her laugh. A real laugh this time. One that ended dangerously close to tears.

	“Victor has been around more. You never liked him.” She looked toward the distant Boston skyline. “And honestly...” She swallowed hard. “Neither do I.”

	The confession settled heavily between the headstone and the sky. For years she had convinced herself Bill was simply part of the plan. Part of the future, of the life Harriet wanted.

	Now she wasn’t so sure. Or perhaps she never had been.

	“I’ve spent my whole life becoming what everyone wanted.”

	The breeze carried the scent of fresh grass and blooming flowers.

	“Mother wanted an heiress.” Rebecca stared at the name carved into the marble. “Society wanted a Deveroix.” Her eyes burned. “Bill wants a wife.” She laughed bitterly. “And nobody has ever asked me what I want.”

	The tears came quietly. Not dramatic and not uncontrollable. Just honest. A few escaped despite her efforts. Rebecca brushed them away.

	“You tried. Damn, I miss you so bad, dad, it hurts. Right here!” She pointed to her chest as the tears slipped down her face. She didn’t wipe them this time.

	The words surprised her. She hadn’t planned to say them. But they were true. Her father had tried. He had argued with Harriet. Not constantly. Hardly ever loud. But often enough. Especially when conversations turned toward Rebecca’s future.

	Her education, the appearances, plus responsibilities and the eventual marriage.

	James Deveroix had always looked at his daughter differently. He didn’t see an heiress, an investment, a social opportunity. He saw Rebecca. A person, his daughter. Someone who deserved a life of her own.

	The realization hurt. Because he wasn’t here anymore. And Harriet was. Rebecca stared at the bottle. Then back at the grave.

	“You would’ve hated all of this.”

	The wind picked up. A few leaves danced across the pathway nearby.

	“You would’ve told me to live.”

	A lump formed in her throat.

	“You would’ve told me to stop letting everyone else decide.”

	The silence that followed felt almost like agreement. Her father had never cared much about status. He cared about happiness. Somewhere along the way, Rebecca had forgotten those two things weren’t the same.

	The afternoon sun warmed her skin. Since the confrontation with Harriet, she felt herself breathe. Really breathe. Not as an heiress or Bill’s future wife. Not as the daughter of one of Boston’s most powerful families.

	Just Rebecca.

	A woman sitting beside her father’s grave. Trying to figure out who she wanted to become. Eventually she rose to her feet. The vodka bottle hung loosely in her hand. Before leaving, she placed her fingertips against the cool marble.

	“I’ll figure it out.” Her voice sounded stronger now. More certain. “I promise.”

	The breeze swept across the hilltop. Rebecca smiled faintly. Then she turned and began the walk back toward her car. The future remained uncertain. Harriet would still be waiting. Bill would still be calling. Society would still have expectations. None of that had changed.

	But something inside her had. It had been weeks and now she wasn’t thinking about what Harriet wanted. She wasn’t thinking about appearances or thinking about the family image. Definitely not thinking about Bill. Instead, she found herself wondering about a blond-haired musician with a guitar slung over his shoulder.

	A man who looked at her and saw something more than an heiress. And despite everything, that thought made her smile. It followed her all the way home.

	****

	Freemont Home

	Emily went home to see her husband, Luke Richards. After a long day all she wanted was to soak in the tub with a glass of red wine. Her husband smiled at her, and he had the bath and candles set for her.

	“I love you!” She said as they kissed.

	“Ditto.” He chuckled.

	She laughed too. “So, how was your day?”

	“Awesome. The firm merged with the new small company of Peterson and Daniels. We are now going under the law firm of Richards and Daniels.”

	“I love it!”

	“And you?” he asked.

	“I got a tip about the Deveroix’s today. “

	“Babe, do you need to go after them?”

	“Do you even need to ask me that question? It’s what I do, Luke, I just don’t know though. I think this was warning.”

	“Maybe you should heed that warning, Emily.”

	“Maybe. Maybe not,” she whispered.

	Emily sat in her home office contemplating what she had learned. Natasha. Natasha was in fact Rebecca. She knew her face. The almost porcelain like female was identifiable. And she couldn’t hide her long brown hair that went down to the middle of her back. Natasha was most definitely Rebecca Deveroix. She wasn’t going to listen to Luke. She was onto something. Her new source was accurate ninety-nine percent of the time.

	
Chapter 7

	By the time Rebecca returned to the estate, the sun had begun its slow descent toward the horizon. She knew Harriet would be waiting. She always was. Sure enough, the moment Rebecca stepped through the front doors, she found her mother standing in the foyer.

	Arms folded. Perfect posture. Perfect appearance. Perfect disapproval.

	“Where were you?”

	Rebecca removed her sunglasses. “The cemetery.”

	Harriet’s expression shifted slightly. Not guilt. Not sadness. Annoyance. “The cemetery?”

	“I visited Dad.”

	Silence. The words lingered between them.

	Rebecca set her purse on the entry table. “You should try it sometime.”

	Harriet’s eyes narrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

	Rebecca laughed softly. A humorless sound. “It means exactly what it sounds like.”

	The grand foyer suddenly felt smaller. The air heavier. For a moment neither woman moved. Then Rebecca shook her head.

	“I’m not doing this today,” Rebecca said. She turned toward the staircase.

	“Rebecca.”

	The warning in Harriet’s voice stopped her.

	“What?”

	“You’ve been different lately.”

	Rebecca slowly looked back. “Maybe I’m finally being honest.”

	Then she walked away. Leaving Harriet standing alone beneath the chandelier. For once, without the last word.

	Later That Evening…

	The dream woke her. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep at around six pm but the early day and all the people she met at the gala exhausted her. Rebecca sat upright in bed, her heart pounding. For several seconds, she stared into the darkness. The dream had felt real. Too real. She could still see him.

	Her father sat behind a grand piano. Smiling. Playing softly while she sat beside him as a little girl. The melody lingered in her mind even as the dream faded. Rebecca wiped at her eyes.

	The tears surprised her. Slowly she climbed from bed. The mansion was silent. Harriet had been in her study since they returned home from the gala.

	Rebecca slipped into her famous navy-blue dress and quietly left her room. Something was pulling her. A memory, feeling, questions she couldn’t shake.

	Ten minutes later, she found herself descending the narrow staircase into the basement storage level beneath the mansion.

	The air felt cooler there. Dustier. The forgotten part of the estate. Most of the rooms hadn’t been touched in years. Rebecca switched on a light.

	Rows of boxes stretched into the darkness. Old furniture. Family photographs. Holiday decorations. The leftovers of generations. She wasn’t even sure what she was looking for. Yet somehow her feet carried her directly toward the back corner.

	Toward a stack of boxes marked: JAMES DEVEROIX

	Rebecca froze. Her pulse quickened. She hadn’t seen those boxes in years. Harriet rarely spoke about them. In fact, Harriet rarely spoke about James at all anymore.

	Slowly Rebecca knelt. The tape had yellowed with age. She opened the first box. Photographs. Concert tickets. Newspaper clippings. A backstage pass. Her breath caught. 

	The Red Wolves. One of the biggest rock bands of their era. Her father had been the lead singer, songwriter, keyboardist, piano player. Truly one of a kind band where the front man played a black grand piano in the center of the stage.

	Always front and center on the face of the posters. With his black grand piano. She wondered what happened to the rest of guys. Why did they all stop coming around? Paul, Vito, Eric, Charlie. All uncles to her. They all loved her. James’ parents too. Don and Louise. They all just stopped coming to see her. But she knew they all loved her. James loved her most. He’d always say his little firecracker. She’d giggle.

	Rebecca remembered that much.

	What she didn’t remember was how much of that life Harriet had hidden away. She opened another box. Then another. Papers spilled everywhere. Music sheets. Old notebooks. Photographs of her father laughing beside grand pianos.

	Stories Harriet had packed away and forgotten. Or perhaps wanted to forget.

	Tears blurred Rebecca’s vision.

	“Why would you hide all of this?”

	The question echoed through the room. No answer came. She dug deeper. Faster. Paper scattered across the floor around her. Folders opened. Boxes emptied. Then she found it. A single folder.

	The cover was worn. Soft from years of handling. Written across the front in her father’s handwriting were two words.

	My Daughter

	Rebecca stared. Her hands trembled. Slowly she opened it. Inside rested sheet music. An original composition. Handwritten notes filled the margins. Corrections. Ideas. Little reminders. At the top of the page her father’s familiar handwriting read:

	For Rebecca

	Age 4

	Never forget who you are.

	The tears came immediately. Rebecca lowered her head. A sob escaped before she could stop it. She felt four years old again. Safe. Loved. Seen.

	For several minutes she simply sat there. Surrounded by memories. Surrounded by pieces of her father she thought were gone forever. Harriet never let her down here. The room was always guarded and locked. But today, Rebecca had enough silence. And she finally broke in. It was weird breaking into a part of her own house, but she needed to. She needed the answers as to why her mother had done this.

	Upstairs, another conversation was taking place. Harriet stood in the kitchen as Bill entered.

	“She’s gone again?” Bill frowned.  “What do you mean gone?”

	“I just checked her room.” Harriet folded her arms. “She’s not there.”

	Bill sighed.

	Neither of them noticed the fear creeping into Harriet’s voice. 

	“I’ll find her.”

	A few minutes later Bill began searching the estate. The garden. The library. The east wing. Nothing.

	Eventually he reached the basement. A light glowed beneath the music room door. Bill pushed it open. Then stopped.

	Rebecca sat on the floor. Boxes surrounded her. Photographs. Letters. Music sheets. A lifetime of memories scattered around her. She didn’t even notice he’d entered.

	Her attention remained fixed on the pages in her hands.

	Bill stepped closer. “Rebecca? What are you doing down here and um what is all this?”

	Rebecca looked up. Her eyes were red. “Pieces of my father.”

	Bill said nothing.

	Rebecca handed him the sheet music. Reluctantly, he accepted it. His eyes moved across the page. Then he began reading. Softly. Almost respectfully.

	“‘My Daughter.’”

	The room grew quiet.

	Rebecca listened.

	“‘The world will tell you who to be. Don’t listen to all of it.’” Bill swallowed. “‘The crowd will cheer for names and titles. They fade.’”

	Rebecca’s eyes filled again.

	“‘Be brave enough to find your own song.’”

	Silence followed. Bill lowered the pages. Neither of them spoke for a long moment. Finally, Rebecca broke the silence.

	“He knew.”

	Bill looked at her. “He knew what?”

	Rebecca stared down at the music. “He knew exactly what Mother would turn this family into.”

	The words hung heavily between them.

	And since he’d met her, Bill Masters had absolutely no response.

	Bill lowered the pages slowly.

	The basement felt impossibly quiet. Only the faint hum of the old lights above them disturbed the silence. Rebecca stared at the music on her lap.

	At her father’s handwriting, the notes he’d written decades ago. Words meant for her. And her mother, Harriet, had buried them in a box. The words she was only now discovering.

	She couldn’t stop crying. Not because she was sad. Because she felt found. She felt like someone understood her. Even if that someone had gone for more than a decade.

	Bill carefully placed the sheet music beside her.

	Neither spoke.

	The room was filled with too many ghosts. Photographs of James Deveroix smiling. Concert tickets. News clippings. Memories. Entire pieces of a life Rebecca knew existed but only got to experience it for a short time.

	Finally, Bill broke the silence. “You never told me your father was a musician.”

	Rebecca laughed softly through her tears. “I thought you knew?”

	Bill glanced around the room. His expression hardened. “No. Why would she hide all of this?”

	Rebecca looked toward the ceiling. Toward the floors above. At Harriet even though she wasn’t here but she knew the wicked witch was upstairs. Because she already knew the answer.

	“Because it doesn’t fit the image.” Rebecca forced out. She put her hand to her trembling lips and was shocked that came out.

	The words hung between them. Bill didn’t argue. For once. He simply nodded. Because he knew she was right.

	Rebecca picked up an old photograph. Her father sat behind a piano. Long hair. Leather jacket. A huge grin spread across his face. Stubble hair on his chin and cheeks, a dimple chin. 

	He looked nothing like the man Harriet described. The respectable businessman. The family patriarch. The society icon. This version looked alive.

	Happy. Free.

	Rebecca stared at the photograph. Then at the song. Then at the boxes surrounding her. And suddenly it all made sense. The arguments, control, expectations, constant pressure.

	Harriet wasn’t protecting her. She was protecting the life she had built. A life James Deveroix had never truly wanted. The realization struck harder than the slap.

	Rebecca inhaled sharply. “Oh my God.”

	Bill looked at her. “What?”

	“My father wasn’t trapped by success.” She looked around the room. “He was trapped by her.”

	Silence followed. Heavy. Dangerous. Bill didn’t answer. Because he couldn’t. Because somewhere deep down, he began asking himself the same question.

	Rebecca slowly rose to her feet. The music remained clutched tightly in her hand. Her tears had stopped. Something else had replaced them. Resolve. The same resolve she’d felt at the cemetery. Only stronger now. Much stronger.

	Bill stood as well. “What are you going to do?”

	Rebecca looked down on the song. My Daughter. For Rebecca. Age four. Never forget who you are. A small smile touched her lips.

	Then she looked directly at Bill. “I’m leaving.”

	Bill froze. The words landed harder than expected. Rebecca nodded. Not to him. To herself. “I’m getting my own place.” She smiled and nodded.

	And now, saying it out loud felt real. Not a fantasy. Not a dream. A plan. An actual plan. Bill stared at her.

	“You mean that,” he asked.

	“I do.”

	“What about your mother?” His voice rose. “What about me? What about us? You can’t just leave.”

	Rebecca let out a short, exhausted laugh. “What about her?” She shook her head. “Watch me. I’m sick of her control. I’m sick of everything. Look at what she did! Look! This has to stop. I’m going to stop it. I’m going to put an end to the Hawthorne’s rule. I’m going to get my life back! It starts with that.”

	Bill had no answer.

	Neither did she.

	She didn’t care.

	Rebecca gathered the photograph and the sheet music. Nothing else. Those were the only things she wanted. Everything else could remain there, for now. As she headed toward the basement stairs, she paused. The song rested safely beneath her arm. The photograph was pressed against her chest. She looked back one last time. At the forgotten pieces of her father. At the life Harriet had hidden away. A genuine smile touched her lips. The first real smile she’d worn in a very long time.

	Somewhere deep inside, she could almost hear a piano playing. Soft. Warm. Familiar. As if her father already knew.

	Suddenly, Bill grabbed her arm. His fingers dug into her bare skin so hard she gasped. The sheet music nearly slipped from her grasp.

	“We’ve worked too hard for this, Becks.” His voice had changed. Lower. Sharper. “You’re not going to ruin everything.”

	Rebecca stared at him. She didn’t recognize the man standing in front of her.

	His jaw was clenched. He was breathing heavily. His eyes burned with something she had never seen before. Possession.

	“I won’t allow it,” he growled.

	Pain shot through her arm. She looked down at his hand. “Bill...” Her voice trembled. “You’re hurting me.”

	He didn’t let go.

	She yanked against him. “Let go.”

	His grip tightened.

	“I said LET GO!”

	Her scream echoed through the basement. Footsteps thundered on the stairs. Harriet appeared in the doorway. Her eyes widened.

	“Bill!” Even she sounded shocked. “Let her go.”

	Bill blinked. As though waking from a trance. He immediately released her. Rebecca stumbled backward, clutching her arm. Thin lines of blood welled where his fingernails had pierced her skin. She didn’t look at either of them. She ran. Up the basement stairs. Past Harriet. Through the grand foyer. Out the front doors.

	The cool evening air hit her face. She stopped in the middle of the cobblestone driveway, tears streaming freely now. She cradled her injured arm against her chest. Slowly, she turned and looked back at the mansion. The place that had once been home. It no longer felt like one. Rebecca had her phone with her thankfully. Her thumb hovered for only a second.

	Then she tapped Anthony’s name. As the phone began to ring, she took one last look at the estate. Behind those walls, the basement light still burned. Illuminating the truth.

	Ahead of her...

	Everything was about to change.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8

	Harbor Lights Bar sat pristine against Boston Harbor in all its glory. Light danced. The ocean air blew through, and the smell drifted for a few miles. In the bar was dimly lit and there he stood behind the dark brown curved bar that circled the back half of the pub. 

	Anthony polished the bar with a special cream cloth he had made to keep the precious wood in tip top shape. His phone rang. He shook his head. He ignored it at first. But then, the ringing grew constant. He let it go to voicemail. But this person was not giving up. The fifth time it rang, he pulled his phone from his back pocket and smiled when he saw Rebecca’s name. But his eyes also widened.

	Rebecca stood in the middle of the Cobblestone driveway. The photograph remained clutched tightly against her chest. The folded sheet music shook in her trembling hands. Blood slowly trickled down her forearm. She barely noticed. Her breathing refused to slow. Everything around her had become strangely quiet.

	The mansion, gardens, fountain. Even the evening wind seemed to slow. The world stopped for a few brief moments as she pressed call again on Anthony’s name. Another time.

	“Come on, pick up, please!” She cried.

	She pressed call again, the sixth time now. One ring. Two. Three. He answered.

	“Rebecca?”

	She couldn’t speak. Her lips parted. Nothing came out. Only the sound of her uneven breathing.

	Anthony stood straight up immediately. “Rebecca?”

	Silence. His stomach tightened. He knew that silence. Not from her. From people who had just experienced something they couldn’t put into words. His voice softened.

	“Are you hurt?”

	A small sob escaped before she could stop it. Anthony was already reaching for his keys.

	“I’m coming.”

	She still hadn’t spoken.

	“I know.” He grabbed his jacket. “Stay where you are.”

	Rebecca finally found enough strength to whisper one word. “Okay.”

	The call ended. But she didn’t listen to him. Her mind told her to run. Security will be called. And that made her heart thump harder against her chest. What was she doing? She needed this, no matter what. Yes, she sure did.

	Then she ran. Not toward the mansion. Away from it. Across the sprawling Deveroix estate and its perfectly trimmed lawns. Past marble statues, the gardens she’d played in as a little girl. And everything that had once been home. Branches slapped against her arms as she cut through the wooded edge of the property.

	She didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. The estate stretched for miles before reaching the county road. If she could just make it there... She’d be free.

	Bill stormed into the study. “She’s gone!”

	Harriet didn’t panic. She picked up the phone. “Mr. Collins.”

	“Yes, Mrs. Deveroix.”

	“Miss Deveroix has left the estate.” She paused for a brief moment. “I want every gate secured.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“No police.” Another pause. “Not yet.” She looked out the window toward the woods. “This stays inside this family.”

	Behind her, the mansion disappeared behind the trees. Then... Dogs barked. Rebecca froze. The sound echoed through the woods. Another bark. Closer this time. Her heart nearly stopped. Her eyes widened.

	“No...”

	She turned slowly. More barking. Louder. Moving.

	“They couldn’t...”

	Panic flooded every thought.

	“They got the police here already?”

	She stumbled backward. The photograph and sheet music slipped from beneath her arm before she caught it.

	“No... no... no...” She tried desperately to reach for the photograph and sheet music. They were everything to her. Rocks and branches cut her further on her arms, on her cheeks. But taking the new pain was worth it.

	The barking grew louder. She struggled to reach further down to grab the items and then it happened. Her foot caught onto some rocks and she began to tumble. As she played back here so many times before, she’d forgotten about this and it was getting dark now.

	Closer, the barking was closer.

	She looked desperately toward the road still hidden beyond the trees. Then back toward the sound. She didn’t know whether to run... Or hide.

	****

	Anthony’s pickup rolled to a stop in front of the towering wrought-iron gates. His headlights washed across polished black steel nearly twelve feet high. Stone pillars stood on either side, each bearing the Deveroix family crest. Security cameras quietly followed his truck as he stepped out.

	“So, this is where you live,” he whispered.

	The place looked less like a home and more like a fortress. Before he reached the call box, movement caught his eye. 

	Four security officers emerged from the shadows near the gatehouse. Each wore a dark suit with an earpiece tucked behind one ear. Beside every man stood a German Shepherd, alert but perfectly disciplined.

	Anthony slowed.

	One of the men stepped forward. “Can I help you, sir?”

	Anthony glanced toward the mansion barely visible in the distance. “I’m looking for Rebecca Deveroix.”

	The guard’s expression never changed. “I’m sorry, sir. Miss Deveroix isn’t available.”

	Anthony frowned. “I just spoke with her.”

	“I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

	Anthony looked past the gates again. Something wasn’t right. Rebecca had called him. She hadn’t spoken. She’d been crying. Now she was suddenly unavailable?

	“No,” Anthony said quietly. “Something happened.”

	The guard remained calm. “I’ll have to ask you to leave the property.”

	Anthony took one more step toward the gate. “I just need to know she’s okay.”

	The German Shepherd beside the guard rose to its feet. Not growling. Simply watching. The message was clear. 

	The guard touched the small microphone near his collar. “Gatehouse to Mrs. Deveroix.”

	A brief pause followed.

	“We have a gentleman here asking for Miss Deveroix.”

	Inside the mansion, Harriet slowly lowered the crystal glass in her hand.

	“What did you say?” Harriet asked.

	“I told him she was unavailable.”

	Harriet’s expression hardened instantly. “So.” She looked toward Bill. “She called him. It has to be that meddling bartender!”

	Bill blew out a concerned breath. “What do you want me to do?”

	Harriet walked toward the window overlooking the front drive. Her eyes settled on the lone pickup parked beyond the gates.

	Her voice was cold. “Let him leave.” She paused. “But if Rebecca contacts him again...” Her eyes narrowed. “I want to know.”

	Outside, Anthony’s phone vibrated in his pocket. His heart skipped. Rebecca. He answered immediately.

	“Rebecca?”

	Nothing. Only breathing. Fast. Uneven. He closed his eyes. She was trying not to cry.

	“Rebecca... where are you?”

	Silence. Then he heard leaves rustling. A branch snapped. A sharp gasp escaped her lips.

	“Rebecca?”

	Another painful breath. He heard fabric scraping against bark. She had fallen.

	“You’ve been running.”

	A small sob answered him. Anthony climbed back into his truck.

	“Don’t hang up.”

	The engine roared to life.

	“I don’t know where you are yet...”

	He shifted into gear.

	“But I’m coming.”

	Another branch cracked somewhere through the phone. Then he heard it. The distant barking of dogs. Anthony gripped the steering wheel tighter.

	“Rebecca...”

	His voice remained steady despite the knot growing in his stomach.

	“Keep talking to me.”

	She couldn’t. All she could manage was another shaky breath. Anthony pressed harder on the accelerator. And since she’d called, he wasn’t driving toward the Deveroix estate. He was driving toward whatever had frightened Rebecca enough to run from it.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 9

	Mr. Collins stood at the edge of the garden. He was barking orders to his men. Late 50s. Former Marine. Immaculate suit. Earpiece. Never raised his voice. Ran the Deveroix estate like a military operation. And he was loyal... to Harriet.

	“Where is she? We have our orders. Mrs. Deveroix wants this place on lockdown. If we do not comply, we’ll be working at Walmart! Move, find Rebecca!” he stated to his men.

	****

	Anthony used the find my phone technology and he was able to pinpoint her location. His eyes widened. She was still on the line with him. That he knew. He heard her breath.

	“A-A-A Anthony, I, I…”

	“Stay with me. I got you. Your mother called your security. Wouldn’t let me through. I got you.”

	He found the edge of the estate grounds. She was crawling to the road. He stopped as he saw her reach the gravel. He hurried out of the truck and saw she was torn up by the branches, and she coughed. His eyes widened again. She was seriously injured more than she let on. Blood came out from her mouth.

	“A...”

	“I got you.”

	As he picked her up, he heard the sound. The noise was one he had escaped years ago. He knew it immediately: weapons being armed. After all, Anthony had once been a Navy SEAL with SEAL Team Five.

	Anthony lifted Rebecca into his arms. She barely weighed anything. Her breathing was shallow. Blood stained the sleeve of his shirt as he held her close.

	“I’ve got you,” he whispered. “You don’t have to run anymore.”

	Rebecca’s fingers weakly clutched the photograph against her chest. She refused to let go. Anthony hurried toward the pickup.

	Then he heard it. A voice echoed through the trees.

	“STOP!”

	He froze.

	More voices followed. Estate security emerged from the darkness. Flashlights swept across the roadside. German Shepherds strained at their leashes. Four officers spread out in a line. One stepped forward.

	“Sir, put Miss Deveroix down.”

	Anthony slowly turned. Rebecca coughed violently against his shoulder. His heart nearly stopped. A streak of blood touched his shirt.

	His eyes widened. “She needs a hospital.”

	“We have medical personnel at the estate.”

	“No.”

	Anthony’s voice was calm.

	“She isn’t going back there.”

	The guard’s expression remained unreadable. “Sir.” His hand rested near the holster on his belt. “Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be.”

	Anthony gently opened the passenger door and settled Rebecca inside. He stood, placing himself between her and the guards.

	“If you honestly think she wants to go back.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Then ask her.”

	No one moved.

	Rebecca slowly lifted her head. Every breath hurt. With what little strength she had left, she whispered one word.

	“No,” she whispered.

	Silence.

	Anthony looked back at the guards. “You heard her.”

	One of the younger officers lowered his eyes.

	Anthony took a slow breath. “You stop me here.” He glanced toward the cameras mounted on the entrance of the estate. “And tomorrow every reporter in Boston is going to ask why the Deveroix family used armed estate security to prevent an injured woman from leaving.”

	His eyes settled on the senior guard.

	“And you know Mrs. Deveroix would never want that.”

	The words lingered.

	The senior guard looked toward the estate. Then back at Rebecca. Finally, he gave a single nod.

	“Stand down.”

	The dogs relaxed. The flashlights lowered.

	Anthony climbed behind the wheel. As the pickup pulled away, he glanced once in the rearview mirror. None of the guards followed. They simply watched.

	As though they already knew.

	Nothing inside those gates would ever be the same again.

	****

	When Anthony finally pulled up to Harbor Lights with Rebecca beside him, the owner took one look at her.

	No interrogation or suspicion.

	Just: “She, okay?”

	Anthony glanced over. “No.”

	The owner nodded once. “Room’s upstairs.”

	No paperwork, lectures. Or judgment. Just quiet kindness.

	Later that night, Rebecca lay in bed as Anthony tended to her many cuts. The photograph she clutched was placed next to her head on the pillow. Anthony never questioned it. He didn’t look at it. But he had been respectful of it as he figured it was someone close to her. He never truly looked at it, so he had no idea who it was. 

	“No.” Rebecca jerked awake with a frightened gasp.

	Dogs. She could still hear them. Their barking echoed through her mind as if they were only feet away. She struggled to breathe.

	“They’re here.” Her eyes shot open.

	The ceiling above her wasn’t white marble. There were no crystal chandeliers. No towering windows or portraits of generations of Deveroix family members staring back at her.

	Instead...

	Old wooden beams stretched across the ceiling. A single ceiling fan turned lazily overhead. The room smelled faintly of cedar and Earl Grey tea.

	“Easy. You’re safe here.”

	“Picture! Where is the picture!?” She cried.

	“Right here. It’s okay. I made sure to preserve it for you the best I could. That’s someone important to you, isn’t it?” Anthony asked.

	“Yes, it is.”

	Anthony’s voice was calming and steady. “I couldn’t save the frame; the glass was shattered. There’s still some mud there on the person’s left side of their face, at the corner. Sorry.” He smiles apologetically.

	“But I think I saved him.”

	Rebecca turned her head. Anthony sat beside the bed holding a steaming mug in one hand and a clean towel in the other. His eyes looked exhausted. Dark circles rested beneath them.

	“You, did.” Her voice barely existed. “You never left.”

	Anthony smiled. “Not once.” He dipped the cloth into warm water. “I’m just cleaning these cuts again.”

	Only then did Rebecca notice the dozens of scratches covering her arms. Her shoulder. Her neck. Tiny branches had carved thin red lines across her skin while she’d fought through the woods.

	Anthony gently cleaned another cut.

	She winced.

	“Sorry.”

	“It’s okay.”

	“No.” He smiled. “I meant I’m sorry it hurts.”

	A quiet chuckle escaped the doorway. “You’ve said that about thirty times.”

	Anthony looked up. Ray Davis leaned against the frame carrying a small first-aid kit. His gray beard couldn’t hide the smile on his face.

	“I keep telling him he ought to sleep.”

	Anthony shrugged. “I’ll sleep later.”

	Ray looked at Rebecca. “So, you’re the young lady who gave half my building a scare.”

	Rebecca attempted to smile. It barely happened.

	“Sorry.”

	Ray waved his hand. “Don’t apologize.” He glanced toward Anthony. “He hasn’t moved from that chair since he carried you upstairs.”

	Anthony looked away. Embarrassed. “I wasn’t going anywhere.”

	Rebecca’s eyes filled. Not with fear this time. With relief. At least, she felt safe.

	A loud knock echoed through the downstairs bar. Three heavy knocks.

	Ray frowned. “That’s odd.”

	Another knock. Louder.

	He disappeared downstairs.

	Anthony and Rebecca exchanged a glance. Neither spoke. Moments later they heard unfamiliar voices.

	“Boston Police.”

	Anthony stood.

	Rebecca’s breathing quickened immediately. “No...”

	Her fingers grabbed his wrist. “No police.”

	Anthony gently covered her hand with his own. “It’s okay.”

	“It isn’t.”

	Footsteps climbed the stairs. Ray appeared first. Two uniformed officers followed. One removed his hat.

	“Sorry to bother you.” He looked toward Rebecca. “We’re here to conduct a wellness check.”

	Anthony frowned. “Who requested it?”

	The older officer exchanged a look with his partner. “The Deveroix estate.”

	Silence filled the room. Rebecca slowly closed her eyes. She knew. Her mother had finally lost control of the story.

	 

	Outside... Across the street...

	Emily Freemont lowered her camera. She had watched the patrol car arrive and watched Anthony’s truck parked behind Harbor Lights. She had watched the lights stay on all night. Her editor had told her to wait. But every instinct she had screamed the same thing. Something happened on the Deveroix estate. And whatever it was...

	Boston was about to find out.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 10

	Rebecca’s fingers tightened around Anthony’s wrist. “Please...” Her voice was barely audible. “Don’t let them take me back.”

	Anthony knelt beside the bed. “I tried taking you to the hospital last night.”

	Rebecca slowly shook her head. “No.”

	“You needed help.”

	“I know.”

	“They could’ve stitched those cuts.”

	She closed her eyes. “They would’ve called my mother.”

	Anthony frowned.

	“So what? You’re twenty-four, Rebecca.”

	A tear escaped the corner of her eye. “It doesn’t matter.”

	He stared at her. “What do you mean, it doesn’t matter?”

	She swallowed hard. “My mother still has control over me.”

	Anthony blinked. “No.”

	She nodded. “Legally.”

	His expression changed completely. “What?”

	Rebecca looked toward the floor. “She made sure of it, years ago.”

	Anthony sat back in disbelief. “You’re telling me. She can decide where you go?”

	“Yes.”

	“What doctors you see?”

	Rebecca nodded. “Yes.”

	“What you do?”

	Another nod. “Yes.”

	Anthony slowly ran a hand through his hair. His voice became almost a whisper.

	“Rebecca.”

	She finally looked at him. “I’ve never belonged to myself.”

	Silence settled over the room. The knock downstairs echoed again. Heavy footsteps climbed the stairs. The older police officer entered first.

	His eyes immediately found Rebecca. “Miss Deveroix?”

	She looked up. He stopped. Every detail registered at once. The cuts, bruises, dried blood. The fear in her eyes. This wasn’t the woman described in the wellness request. And it wasn’t someone refusing to answer her mother’s phone calls. This was someone who looked like she’d survived something.

	He removed his hat. His voice softened. “Miss Deveroix.” He paused. “Are you here because you want to be?”

	Anthony held his breath. Ray stood silently near the doorway. For a moment, the room became impossibly still.

	Rebecca slowly nodded. “Yes.”

	The single word carried more weight than anything she had ever said. The officer studied her face. He saw exhaustion. Cuts. Bruises. Fear. But he also saw something else. Choice. He gave a small nod.

	“Thank you.”

	Anthony finally exhaled.

	Then. A familiar voice echoed from downstairs.

	“Move.”

	Every ounce of color drained from Rebecca’s face. “No.”

	Heavy footsteps climbed the wooden staircase. Another voice followed.

	“Mrs. Deveroix, you can’t just...”

	“I most certainly can.” Harriet appeared at the top of the stairs as though she owned the building.

	Perfectly dressed and composed. Not a strand of hair out of place. Bill followed close behind. His eyes immediately found Rebecca. Rebecca instinctively shrank backward against the headboard.

	Anthony stepped in front of her. “You are not welcomed here!”

	Harriet didn’t even acknowledge him. Her attention remained fixed on her daughter.

	“There you are.”

	Rebecca swallowed hard. “I’m not going.”

	“Rebecca...” Harriet’s voice was calm. Almost gentle. “You’re coming home.”

	“No.”

	Harriet looked directly at Anthony.

	“Mr. De Vries, I am the Steward of the Deveroix Estate... Acting Trustee of the James Deveroix Family Trust... and Acting Head of the Deveroix Family.”

	She spoke each title with quiet authority, as though reciting an unquestionable truth.

	“Rebecca remains under my stewardship until she reaches twenty-six.”

	Anthony folded his arms.

	“She’s twenty-four.”

	“I am well aware of my daughter’s age.”

	“Then she’s an adult.”

	Harriet smiled. “Legally, yes but she represents the family. Imagine if you will, she is the face of the franchise so to speak.”  She took one measured step forward.

	Anthony frowned. “I get that, but what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

	Without breaking eye contact, Harriet opened the leather portfolio tucked beneath her arm. Inside were neatly organized documents bearing the Deveroix seal.

	“The James Deveroix Family Trust.” She turned another page. “The Deveroix Family Charter.” Another. “Estate records.” She closed the folder with deliberate care. “Everything Rebecca owns, every account, every residence, every company, every member of her staff, falls under my administration until the terms of the Trust have been fulfilled.”

	The room remained silent.

	“Rebecca has responsibilities,” Harriet continued. “Responsibilities she cannot simply abandon because she has become infatuated with a bartender.”

	Anthony answered without hesitation. “No.”

	Harriet arched a brow. “No?”

	“Rebecca has choices.”

	The words hung in the room.

	Bill finally stepped forward. “Rebecca, don’t make this difficult.”

	Anthony never took his eyes off Harriet. “She’s already answered.”

	Harriet ignored him completely. “Rebecca.” Her voice softened. The same comforting tone Rebecca had heard since childhood. “Come home.”

	Rebecca’s breathing became shallow. Twenty-four years of obedience. Twenty-four years of rules. Twenty-four years of believing she needed permission to live her own life.

	She looked at Anthony. He didn’t speak. He simply nodded once. The choice was hers.

	Rebecca slowly turned back toward her mother. “No.”

	The room froze. Since entering the cabin, Harriet blinked. Not in anger.

	In disbelief. “You don’t understand.”

	Rebecca climbed to her feet, her legs trembling beneath her. “No.” Her voice was still shaky. But stronger. “It’s you who doesn’t understand.”

	Harriet took a single step forward. Anthony immediately moved between them.

	“Move,” Harriet ordered. 

	“No.”

	Bill stepped beside Harriet. “You heard her.”

	Anthony never looked away from Harriet. “I heard Rebecca.”

	Harriet Deveroix realized her daughter had made a decision she could not control. Harriet didn’t even acknowledge him. Her attention remained fixed on her daughter.

	Anthony shook his head and his hands became fists. Bill stepped forward. He stopped only inches from Anthony. Neither man spoke. Bill’s jacket shifted just enough. Anthony caught the unmistakable outline beneath it. Then, almost deliberately...

	Bill eased the jacket back another inch. The black grip of a concealed handgun. Just enough for Anthony to see. Nothing more. Bill smiled. A cold, humorless smile.

	His lips barely moved. “You need to mind your own business.”

	Anthony never took his eyes off him. His pulse quickened. He understood the message. The officers hadn’t seen it. Harriet hadn’t seen it. Only him.

	Anthony stepped even closer to Rebecca. “You’ll have to go through me.”

	Bill’s smile faded. For a long moment. No one moved.

	“She chose.” Anthony grinned.

	Bill simply smiled and said, “She’ll change her mind.”

	The older officer quietly said as Rebecca stared at him with nothing but sadness and tears in her eyes, “Mrs. Deveroix, we’re not making a decision today.”

	Harriet’s eyes narrow. “Excuse me?”

	“Your daughter needs medical attention.”

	“She’ll receive it at home,” Harriet replied.

	The officer shook his head. “No, Ma’am. Not after what I’m seeing here.” The older officer gently lowered his notebook. “Miss Deveroix.”

	His partner stepped forward. “You’ll be escorted out, Ma’am,” he told Harriet.

	He lowered his notebook and looked at Rebecca. “Mrs. Deveroix.” His partner stepped forward. “You'll need to step outside for a few minutes, Ma’am.”

	“I am Harriet Deveroix! Perhaps you’ve heard of my family? You cannot do this!”

	The older officer never flinched. “Ma’am, none of that matters tonight.” He looked directly at Rebecca. “What matters to us, is Rebecca.”

	The younger officer gestured toward the door. “I’m going to have to ask you and Mr. Masters to step outside.”

	Harriet Deveroix had spent years in control. Tonight, she was escorted out of Harbor Lights.

	“I know you’re frightened,” Anthony said.

	She nodded. “I don’t want to go back.”

	The officer looked between them. “Right now.” His eyes settled on the fresh bandages covering Rebecca’s arms. “My priority is making sure she’s safe.”

	“I don’t want the hospital.” Rebecca’s voice trembled. “They’ll call her back. I’ll have no protection there!”

	The younger officer slowly knelt beside the bed. “They probably will.”

	Rebecca closed her eyes.

	“But they’ll also call us.”

	She looked back at him.

	“We’re not leaving you alone.”

	Anthony reached for her hand. “I’ll stay.”

	“So will I,” Ray added from the doorway.

	The older officer nodded. “We’ll escort you.”

	Rebecca swallowed. “What if she comes?”

	“We’ll deal with that.”

	“What if she brings lawyers?”

	“We’ll deal with that too.”

	“And if...” Her voice nearly disappeared. “If she uses the Charter, the trust, her stewardess?”

	The older officer answered honestly. “If a court issues a lawful order.” He paused. “We’ll have to follow the law.”

	Rebecca lowered her head.

	Anthony squeezed her hand. “But.”

	The officer continued. “Today isn’t about paperwork.” He looked directly at Rebecca. “It’s about making sure you’re alive tomorrow.”

	Rebecca slowly nodded. “Okay.”

	A smile finally returned to Anthony's face. “I'll drive.” 

	“You’ll follow us,” the younger officer said. “We’ll make sure nobody interferes.”

	****

	The Deveroix Estate

	Outside, the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the front steps of the Deveroix estate. Harriet strode toward the waiting limousine with Bill close behind. Her expression remained composed, but Bill knew better. Beneath that calm exterior, she was furious.

	A voice interrupted the silence.

	“Mrs. Deveroix.”

	Harriet stopped.

	Emily stood at the edge of the driveway, a phone in one hand and a small notebook tucked beneath her arm. The red recording light glowed on the screen.

	She smiled politely. “Mind answering a few questions?”

	Bill muttered under his breath. “Oh, not her.”

	Emily ignored him. “Mrs. Deveroix, is it true your daughter left the estate?”

	Harriet’s expression never changed.

	“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

	Emily tilted her head. “I’ve spoken with a source who believes things aren’t going well inside the Deveroix family. Care to comment?”

	Harriet held Emily's gaze. “My daughter is simply unwell.”

	Emily nodded as if expecting the answer. “And the reports that she disappeared for nearly a week?”

	“No comment.”

	Emily scribbled something into her notebook. “What about the rumors that Rebecca Deveroix hasn’t been spending much time with Mr. Bill Masters?”

	Bill shifted uneasily.

	Harriet’s smile grew thinner. “Ms. Freemont...” She stepped closer. “I’d be very careful about repeating rumors.”

	Emily smiled back. “I prefer facts.”

	For a brief moment, neither woman looked away. It wasn’t an interview anymore. It was a contest of wills.

	Harriet finally spoke. “Then I suggest you find some.” She turned toward the limousine.

	Emily called after her. “One last question.”

	Harriet paused but didn’t turn around.

	“Is your daughter happy?”

	The question hung in the air. Bill glanced toward Harriet.

	“No comment. And if I were you,” she paused. “I’d watch my tongue.”

	Emily watched them leave. Then she looked down at her phone. The red recording light was still blinking. She smiled at herself.

	“Interesting.”

	She slipped the phone into her pocket and opened her notebook. Beneath Harriet Deveroix’s name, she wrote one sentence.

	Threatened the question. Never answered it.

	Emily closed the notebook. Now she knew. She wasn’t chasing gossip anymore. She was chasing a story that someone desperately wanted buried.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 11

	The front doors of the Deveroix estate opened with a force they had never known. Harriet stepped inside without removing her gloves. No one spoke. Not the housekeeper. Not the staff. Not even Bill. The silence told them everything. Something had gone terribly wrong.

	Harriet crossed the marble foyer and walked straight toward her private study. “Mr. Collins.”

	The estate security director appeared almost instantly. “Yes, Mrs. Deveroix.”

	“Conference room. Immediately.”

	Within minutes, the estate’s executive conference room came alive. Televisions were mounted along the walls quietly displayed local news stations. A speakerphone sat in the center of the polished mahogany table. Laptops opened. Legal pads appeared. Attorneys arrived. Public relations advisors. The family psychiatrist. Bill stood near the windows, arms folded. Harriet remained standing at the head of the table. No one dared sit before she did. She glanced once around the room.

	“We are no longer dealing with a family disagreement.”

	Silence.

	“We are managing a crisis.”

	The speakerphone chimed.

	A calm voice filled the room. “Good evening, Harriet.”

	A faint smile crossed her face. “Bob.”

	Robert Ashford had led Illumination for nearly fifteen years. No one outside the country’s most influential circles knew the organization existed. They weren’t a government agency. Nor law enforcement. This entity solved problems that powerful families couldn’t afford to have become public.

	“Bring me up to speed,” Bob said.

	Harriet folded her hands. “My daughter has left the estate.”

	“And?”

	“She has outside assistance. Anthony De Vries.”

	“And the reporter?”

	Harriet’s expression hardened. “Emily Freemont. She was at Harbor Lights asking questions. I think we need to silence this before gets any farther.”

	Another pause. “So.”

	Bob’s voice remained calm. “The story escaped containment.”

	“It did.”

	Bill finally spoke. “I can bring Rebecca home.”

	Harriet turned toward him. “No.” The single word froze the room. “You’ve done enough.”

	Bill lowered his eyes.

	Harriet looked back toward the speaker. “Bob...” Her voice was steady. “I want control of this narrative before sunrise.”

	“I’ll assemble the team.”

	“Contact legal.”

	“They’re already on.”

	“Our psychiatrist?”

	“He’ll prepare an emergency affidavit.”

	Harriet nodded once. “And the media?”

	Bob answered without hesitation.

	“We’ll try to slow them.”

	Harriet slowly walked toward the window overlooking the sprawling estate. The home she had spent decades protecting. For once, Harriet felt vulnerable inside the very house she had once controlled. 

	“They think Rebecca disappeared.” She rested one hand against the cool glass. “They’re mistaken.” She looked toward her reflection. “My daughter is coming home.”

	Outside, the first television news van turned onto the long private road leading toward the Deveroix gates. Harriet watched it approach. Then, that evening.

	She frowned. Forty minutes later.

	Mr. Collins quietly reentered the room. “Mrs. Deveroix.”

	Harriet never looked up from the legal documents spread across her desk. “What?”

	“They’ve located Miss Deveroix.”

	A faint smile appeared. “Good.”

	“They’ve transported her to Boston General.”

	Harriet finally looked up.

	“With police escort.”

	The smile disappeared. “They’ve requested a protective detail.”

	Silence.

	Bill looked toward Harriet. “What now?”

	Harriet slowly stood. “Now...”

	She picked up her phone. “We ask Dr. Cannin to do what he’s always done.”

	The call connected on the second ring. “Good evening, Harriet.”

	His voice filled the room. Deep. Warm. Measured. The sort of voice that instantly settled anxious minds.

	“Doctor.”

	“I heard there was... an incident.”

	“There was.”

	A brief silence followed.

	“I’d like you to evaluate Rebecca.”

	Another pause.

	“When?”

	“Tonight.”

	Dr. Cannin sighed softly. “I’ll see her.”

	Harriet smiled. “Thank you.”

	The call ended.

	Bill looked confused. “He’s on our side?”

	Harriet slowly gathered her papers. “No.” She looked toward the darkened window. “He’s on Rebecca’s.”

	Bill frowned. “Then why call him?”

	Harriet’s expression became unreadable. “Because.” Now, something had changed. A flicker of uncertainty crossed her face. “If anyone can still reach my daughter.” She looked toward the family portrait hanging above the fireplace. “It’s him.”

	****

	Boston General

	The hospital room had finally grown quiet. Anthony sat asleep in the chair beside Rebecca’s bed. One arm rested awkwardly across the mattress. His hand still held hers. Rebecca watched him for a long moment. He hadn’t left. Not once.

	A soft knock broke the silence. The door opened. A tall man stepped inside wearing a charcoal suit beneath his white physician’s coat. Silver hair. Kind eyes. The sort of calm presence that made an entire room slow down.

	“Miss Deveroix.” His voice was warm. Measured. “I’m Dr. Cannin.”

	Rebecca almost smiled. “I remember you.”

	He pulled a chair beside the bed. “The last time I saw you, you insisted on showing me your fourth birthday cake.”

	A tear escaped before Rebecca could stop it. “My dad was there.”

	Dr. Cannin nodded quietly. “Yes. He carried you into my office because you refused to walk.”

	A faint laugh escaped Rebecca. It had been days since she felt like herself.

	Anthony woke and sat upright. “I’m sorry.”

	“You don’t need to apologize,” Dr. Cannin said gently. “I think she’s had enough people apologizing.”

	He spent nearly an hour speaking with Rebecca. Not interviewing. Talking. Listening. When he finally stood, he smiled. “I’ll be back later.”

	Rebecca nodded. “Thank you.”

	After he left, Anthony smiled. “I like him.”

	“So do I.”

	 

	Twenty minutes later 

	The door opened again. This time there was no smile waiting on the other side. Dr. Niles Strom entered carrying a leather portfolio. Two hospital security officers followed behind him.

	Anthony immediately stood. “Can I help you?”

	Dr. Strom adjusted his glasses. “I’m here to conduct an emergency psychiatric evaluation.”

	Anthony frowned. “Dr. Cannin just finished.”

	“I’m aware.”

	Rebecca’s stomach tightened.

	Something wasn’t right. Dr. Strom removed several documents from the folder. “I’ll need a few minutes alone with Miss Deveroix.”

	Anthony shook his head. “No.”

	“I’m sorry?”

	“I’m staying.”

	Dr. Strom glanced toward the officers. “Sir...” His tone became colder. “This evaluation is private.”

	Rebecca reached for Anthony’s hand. “Please don’t go.”

	Anthony squeezed it gently. “I’m not.”

	Dr. Strom slowly unfolded the paperwork. His expression never changed. “Mr. De Vries...” He looked directly at Anthony. “This is an emergency psychiatric detention order.”

	Anthony blinked. “What?”

	“The order has been authorized pending evaluation.”

	Rebecca felt the room spin. “No...”

	Dr. Strom continued reading. “The patient presents a potential danger to herself based upon recent self-inflicted injuries, emotional instability, impaired judgment, and concerns documented by her legal custodian.”

	Rebecca stared at him. “My cuts...” Her voice broke. “They came from running through the woods.”

	“I understand.”

	“No, you don’t.” She sat upright. “My mother—” The words caught in her throat.

	Anthony stepped forward. “This is insane.”

	The two officers quietly moved between him and the bed.

	“You need to leave the room, sir.”

	“I’m not leaving her.”

	“You have to.”

	Rebecca’s breathing became frantic. “Anthony!”

	“I’m right here.”

	He tried stepping around the officers. They gently blocked him. They helped Rebecca up from the medical bed and put her into a wheelchair. Her arms flailed but the officers grabbed them and forced them to stay at her sides. 

	“Anthony!” Tears streamed down Rebecca’s face. “They’re taking me.”

	He fought every instinct to push past them. Instead, he looked directly at her. “Listen to me.” His voice never shook. “I’m going to find you.”

	One officer carefully guided him toward the hallway. Rebecca reached toward the door until she couldn’t reach it anymore.

	“Anthony!” The door closed.

	 

	
Chapter 12

	Minutes later...

	Rebecca was wheeled down below. Cedar Ward Psychiatric Facility was located under the hospital. She shook. This was crazy. What made the officers suddenly change their mind? They were supposed to guard her. Anthony. What happened to him? She hoped they didn’t do anything to him.

	She was forced into hospital-issued clothing. A nurse carefully inventoried her belongings, along with all her cuts, bruises, and everything else. The photograph, one folded piece of sheet music, a necklace that was gold rope with a music note charm attached, and her phone.

	Everything was placed into sealed bags. She signed beside each item with trembling hands Another nurse handed her a thin folder. Inside were hospital policies, patient rights, a daily schedule, and information about the behavioral health unit.

	“Welcome to Cedar Ward,” the nurse said gently.

	Rebecca looked around the locked unit. She wasn’t angry anymore. She wasn’t frightened anymore. She was simply... Heartbroken.

	She sat quietly on the edge of the twin sized bed that encased a memory foam mattress surrounded by a dark wood box frame. The room was simple. Two beds. Two small dressers bolted to the wall. A shared bathroom.

	Nothing on the walls except a clock whose second hand seemed impossibly loud. Everything she had arrived with was gone. The photograph of her and her father, the one piece of sheet music, her phone, her necklaces, gone.

	All she had now was just gray hospital clothes and a pair of non-slip socks. A soft knock came at the door. A nurse stepped inside carrying a clipboard.

	“Hi, Rebecca. I’m Shanna.”

	Rebecca managed a tired smile.

	Shanna pulled up a chair. “I know today’s been overwhelming. I’m going to go over a few things with you.”

	Rebecca nodded.

	“The first twenty-four hours are observation. This is your first twenty-hours down here. Some stay for forty-eight hours, some stay longer. Ultimately, it’s up to you. During that time, we’ll be checking on you regularly, and you’ll stay on the unit. No outdoors, not yet. No grooming, meaning no getting your nails done, etc. That is done once a week on Tuesdays and since it’s Sunday, your twenty-four hours officially begin now, not from the time you spent upstairs.” She handed Rebecca a packet. “This page is your visitor list. Your twenty-fours will be up Monday at six pm.”

	Rebecca stared at the blank lines.

	“If you’d like visitors, write down the names of anyone you want approved.”

	Her hand trembled as she picked up the pen. She wrote only one name.

	Anthony De Vries.

	Shanna smiled. “Anyone you don’t want to visit?”

	Rebecca didn’t hesitate. She slowly wrote...

	Harriet Deveroix. Bill Masters.

	Shanna glanced down. “Deveroix?”

	Rebecca’s heart skipped. 

	Shanna looked up. “Rebecca Deveroix?”

	Rebecca’s shoulders tightened. “Please...” Her voice barely carried. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

	Shanna smiled gently. “My job isn’t to tell people whose here.” She quietly folded the paperwork. “My job is to help keep you safe.”

	Rebecca felt something inside her loosen. It wasn’t trusting. Not yet. But it was close.

	Shanna slid another sheet across the table. “This one’s a little easier.”

	Rebecca glanced down. Tomorrow’s breakfast. Lunch. Dinner. Each meal offered several choices. French toast. Pancakes. Oatmeal. Scrambled eggs. Chicken. Pasta. Soup. Salad. Dessert.

	“You’ll pick tomorrow’s meals today,” Shanna explained.

	Rebecca blinked. “So, I choose?”

	Shanna smiled. “You choose.”

	Such a simple sentence. Yet it felt strangely unfamiliar. For twenty-four years. Someone else had decided almost everything. What she wore. Where she went. Who she spoke to. Even what she ate. Breakfast was always the same.

	A glass of milk. Cranberry juice. Toast. Sometimes oatmeal. Never because Rebecca wanted it, because Harriet had already decided.

	Now, a nurse was asking what Rebecca wanted. Rebecca stared at the menu. The words blurred together.

	Shanna noticed.

	“It’s okay,” she said gently. “Take your time. I’ll need it by seven tonight.”

	Rebecca didn’t answer.

	Five minutes passed. The pencil trembled. A tear slipped from her cheek onto the paper.

	“I’m sorry,” Rebecca whispered.

	“It’s okay, dear.”

	Ten minutes seemed to take forever. The pencil never moved.

	Finally, Rebecca glanced up at the nurse, “I don’t know how.”

	Shanna looked at her.

	“I’ve never.” Rebecca swallowed. “I’ve never had to choose before.” The room became very still. “My mother always picked.” She looked back at the menu. “Every meal. Every day. I never got to decide.” A tear slipped onto the paper. “I don’t even know what I like.”

	Shanna’s heart broke. She quietly pulled up a chair. “If it helps.” She smiled. “The French toast is my favorite.”

	Rebecca managed the tiniest laugh. “It is?”

	“It is. And the baked chicken’s pretty good too.”

	Rebecca picked up the pencil. Her hand trembled so badly she almost dropped it. “I can’t do this.”

	Shanna shook her head. “Yes. You can.”

	Rebecca looked up. “What if I choose wrong?”

	Shanna smiled. “There isn’t a wrong choice.”

	Rebecca frowned. “There isn’t?”

	“No. Whatever you choose, it belongs to you.”

	Rebecca closed her eyes.

	She took one long, trembling breath.

	Then...

	Slowly, carefully, she circled, French toast.

	She stared at the tiny circle. It wasn’t just breakfast. It was permission. No one had made this choice for her. Rebecca Deveroix had made it herself. And for once, that felt good. 

	Simply because she wanted it. Freedom didn’t arrive all at once for Rebecca Deveroix. It arrived one choice at a time.

	 

	Later that afternoon

	Another physician entered her room. He was broad-shouldered with kind eyes and a deep, reassuring voice that filled the room without ever becoming loud.

	“Rebecca?”

	She looked up.

	“I’m Dr. Sam Mishkov.” He pulled a chair beside her bed instead of standing over her. “I’ve reviewed the referral.”

	Rebecca looked away. “My mother told you I’m trying to hurt myself.”

	Dr. Mishkov didn’t answer immediately. He simply folded his hands. “Your mother told me she was very worried about you.”

	Rebecca let out a bitter laugh. “Worried?” she scoffed. “She doesn’t know the meaning of the word.”

	Dr. Mishkov waited.

	“I’d like to hear your version.”

	Since arriving. Someone had asked.

	Rebecca drew in a shaky breath. “I’m here against my will.” The words spilled out before she could stop them. “She has legal guardianship over me. I’m not a danger to myself. I ran through the woods because I was trying to escape her. Nobody will listen to me!” 

	Tears streamed down her face. “I’m the daughter of James Deveroix.” Her voice cracked. “My mother is keeping me here because if she controls me, she controls everything my father left behind.” She wiped at her eyes, barely able to breathe. “I swear to you.” She looked directly into Dr. Mishkov’s eyes. “I’m telling you the truth.”

	Dr. Mishkov stood slowly. “I appreciate you telling me your side, Rebecca.”

	She searched his eyes. “Do you believe me?”

	He offered the faintest smile. “I believe you’ve been through something traumatic.”

	It wasn’t the answer she wanted. But it wasn’t the answer she feared.

	“I’ll be back to check on you tomorrow.” He paused at the door. “In the meantime, try to get some rest.”

	He left the door open.

	 

	Outside the room...

	Dr. Mishkov glanced at Rebecca’s chart before pulling his phone from his coat pocket.

	“Mrs. Deveroix?”

	Harriet answered almost immediately. “Well?”

	“I’ve spoken with Rebecca.”

	“And?”

	“She’s very distressed.”

	Harriet sighed dramatically. “I told you she would be. She’s been under tremendous pressure.”

	Dr. Mishkov remained quiet.

	“Doctor?”

	“I’m required to complete my evaluation before making any recommendations.”

	“I expect to be informed of every development.”

	“You’ll receive updates as appropriate.”

	A brief silence.

	Then...

	“I appreciate everything you’re doing for my daughter.”

	The call ended.

	Dr. Mishkov lowered the phone. He looked back toward Rebecca lying on her left side as tears streamed down her face. Something about the conversation...

	Didn’t sit right.

	****

	Boston Times

	Emily Freemont sat at her desk long after most of the newsroom had gone home. She stared out the window overlooking downtown Boston. Something about the Deveroix Estate bothered her. Harriet Deveroix wasn’t the type of woman who volunteered information.

	Yet that afternoon... She looked frightened. Not angry. Not embarrassed. Frightened.

	Emily turned back toward her notebook. One sentence had been circled three times.

	My daughter is unwell.

	She tapped her pen against the desk. “No...” she whispered. “Something’s wrong.”

	Journalists learned to trust instinct. Right now, hers was screaming. She reached for her Rolodex. One name came immediately to mind.

	Claire Benning.

	If anyone knew the wedding plans... It was Claire. Emily picked up the phone. Two rings. Three. Finally...

	“Hello?”

	“Claire? Hi, it’s Emily Freemont.”

	There was a pause. “Oh! Emily.”

	Emily smiled. “You sound surprised.”

	“I wasn’t expecting a reporter tonight.”

	Emily laughed softly. “Occupational hazard.”

	Claire chuckled. “What can I do for you?”

	Emily leaned back in her chair. “You’re handling the Deveroix wedding, aren’t you?”

	Claire hesitated. “I am.”

	Emily immediately noticed the hesitation. “So...” she said carefully, “How’s the bride?”

	Another pause. “I’m really not allowed to discuss my clients.”

	Emily nodded. “I figured.” Silence. “I was just curious.”

	“About?”

	“I stopped by the estate earlier.”

	Claire didn’t answer.

	“Harriet told me Rebecca was unwell.”

	Still... Nothing. Emily recognized the silence. Sometimes... Silence answered more questions than words ever could.

	“I understand.”

	Claire finally exhaled. “I’m sorry, Emily.”

	“Yeah, that’s okay. I get it.”

	Emily ended the call. She stared at the receiver for several seconds. One dead end. Fine. She reached for the Rolodex again.

	Masters. Bill Masters. If anyone knew what was happening... It was the groom. She dialed. The line clicked almost immediately.

	“Masters.” Direct. Professional.

	“Bill, hi. Emily Freemont.”

	A pause. “What do you want?”

	Emily smiled. Straight to business. “I overheard something at the Hawthorne Gala.” Silence. “A date.” Longer silence. “August twenty-seventh.” She listened carefully.

	Bill’s breathing changed. Barely. But enough.

	“So,” she continued, “Is the wedding being moved?”

	“I can’t talk right now.” His voice was tighter than usual. “I’m busy.”

	“Bill...”

	Click. The line went dead. Emily slowly lowered the receiver. She didn’t look disappointed. She looked... Interested. She opened her notebook.

	On a fresh page she wrote:

	Questions

	Why is Rebecca “unwell?”

	Why won’t Bill talk?

	Why does Harriet look afraid?

	She underlined the final question twice. Then closed the notebook. A small smile crossed her face.

	“Something has to give.” She reached for her coat. “And when it does...” Her smile widened. “I’ll be there.”

	She hurried and shut everything down, she left a note for her husband, Luke. He had been away on business this entire since their last time they shared the warning from the male source. Emily drove to Masters Estate. Bill was home. She knew it was a longshot, but she had to know the date. She rang the doorbell. Bill came to the door.

	“You, seriously, I already told you –”

	“Bill, please. I have a source. I know you don’t want to hear but you know my society ledger article is quite powerful and the elite of Boston read it and trust it. Please.”

	He nodded and let her in. They went to the main room, and he poured himself a whiskey. Gave her one too. They stood near a black marble bar across a fireplace.

	“I heard the merger must take place by August –” Emily started.

	“August twenty-seventh- twenty-twenty six,” Bill interrupted.

	“Or Victor Hawthorne will take matters into his own hands? What are you going to do?”

	“Emily, you can’t say anything. This has been in motion since Rebecca and I have been born. Nothing can stop it.”

	“Be honest with me, what are the plans?”

	“Harriet wants complete control of the Deveroix estate. She’s had temporary control for now. When Rebecca turns twenty-six, she loses everything.”

	“So, that’s why they are forcing this wedding? My source said Rebecca has been seeing someone else, is this true?”

	“No. Honestly, just a rumor.”

	“What about James using drugs and being an alcoholic?”

	“Emily, I cannot comment.”

	“I don’t believe any of that. I’ve been covering this family ever since I was old enough. I was eighteen. My husband thinks I’m crazy, but I will find the truth.”

	“I think you should stop. You have no idea what Victor is capable of.”

	She nodded and he saw her out. She walked away; she looked back as Bill turned the lights off. Emily shook her head.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 13

	Rebecca had just a few moments of silence when Shanna left. Another nurse entered her room. Rebcca sat upright and wiped her tears the best she could. 

	“Hello, I’m Tammy, I’m one of the nurses.”

	Rebecca looked up. “Could I have a brush or something? I haven’t brushed my hair in a few days, and it gets knotted, bad.”

	“Combs are handed out as needed, just ask the desk nurse station that is about five feet from your room. Combs must be given back if not, they will be taken.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Seriously. Until you’ve witnessed what people can do, then you’ll understand.”

	Rebecca pursed her lips and made a disgusted face. “But I’m not here because of that!”

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	Rebecca stared at the plain gray shirt and matching pants. Everything else. For once in her life, she owned nothing.

	The hallway slowly came alive. Dinner trays rolled past. Voices echoed. Some laughed. Some cried. Some simply stared.

	The nurse smiled gently. “Dinners at four.”

	Rebecca nodded without speaking.

	Tammy pointed toward the second bed. “You’ll have a roommate. You can’t touch each other; you can’t sit on each other’s bed.”

	“Geez, can we talk?” Rebecca chuckled.

	“Attitude will not be tolerated, Miss Deveroix.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	Tammy grinned. “Rebecca, before we get you settled, there’s one more person I’d like you to meet.”

	Rebecca glanced over at the doorway. A tall man with dark skin and an athletic build stepped into the room. His presence was commanding, but his expression was warm.

	“Hi, Rebecca.” His smile was easy. “I’m Mack.”

	Rebecca looked between him and Tammy.

	Tammy explained, “Mack is your observer for the next little while.”

	Rebecca frowned. “Observer?”

	“It’s standard procedure,” Tammy said kindly. “Because of the referral that brought you here, one of our staff members will stay nearby until the treatment team completes your assessment.”

	Rebecca lowered her eyes. “My mother told everyone I'm trying to hurt myself.”

	Mack nodded. “I read the paperwork.” He paused. “But paperwork isn’t a person.”

	Rebecca looked at him finally.

	“My job isn’t to judge you.” He smiled. “My job is to make sure you get through today.”

	Something about his voice made Rebecca breathe a little easier. “Thank you,” she whispered.

	“You’re welcome.”

	Tammy gestured toward her.  “Let’s get you settled.”

	The door was open and Rebecca stared at the glass block window above the large heater vent. It was summer now in Boston and not having a window was already driving her crazy.

	A few moments later, Jane came in laughing.

	“Sheila, I told you I wasn’t cheating at Uno!”

	Sheila laughs. “That’s not what Adam said.”

	Jane noticed Rebecca. “Oh! You must be my roommate.”  She offered a small wave. “Hi.”

	Rebecca managed the slightest nod.

	Nurse Shanna entered once more. “Remember the rules. No sitting on each other’s beds. Lights out at 11pm. Breakfast is at 7am. Lunch is at 11am, dinner is at 4pm. You must attend your groups. The schedule is up where we pass out your meds. If you want to visit with the others, you’ll do that in the common area after observation. You can talk with each other there. But be respectful of each other.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” Rebecca answered automatically.

	Jane smiled and introduced her observer, Shelia. Rebecca grinned.

	The nurse left. For a long moment... Neither woman spoke. Jane quietly unpacked the few hospital-issued items she’d been given. She also received her own clothes and some other items they finally allowed her to have. Some books, a card game that was her favorite, the Drunken Raccoon by her favorite artist, author CA Michaels. 

	Rebecca watched. “You’ve been here past the date we get our stuff back?”

	“Yes. But you don’t get your phone. Nope. That is off limits here.”

	“How do you contact people?”

	“You’re allowed phone privileges the next day. You can contact whoever you want.”

	“All my contacts where in my phone.”

	“Oh, bummer.” Jane glanced over. “First day?”

	Rebecca nodded.

	“I figured.” A faint smile crossed Jane’s face. “It gets easier once you learn the schedule.”

	Rebecca didn’t answer. She simply stared at the extra folded clothes resting on the chair beside her bed.

	Her phone was gone. Even her father’s photograph had been taken for safekeeping. It felt as though every piece of her life had been placed into a locked cabinet somewhere beyond those doors.

	The loudspeaker crackled overhead. “Dinner service begins in fifteen minutes.”

	Rebecca looked toward the hallway. The voice sounded calm. Routine. Almost comforting.

	For everyone else... It was just another afternoon. For Rebecca... It was the beginning of a life she never imagined she’d be living.

	“It’s okay, I got you!” Jane smiled.

	“I don’t think I can do this,” Rebecca grumbled.

	“It’s okay, trust me. We can’t hug each other but, come on, walk with me. I sit at the cool table.”

	“Is everyone here because they all tried to hurt themselves?”

	“Some of us are. But I am here for a different reason. Not because I tried to hurt myself. I was forced here.”

	“These days, people have too much power. My brother Paul and I were orphans. I was seventeen, working two jobs to keep us together. Paul was fourteen. Someone found out and reported us to the authorities.”

	She paused. Then wiped a tear. She had been here so long, she’d forgotten the hurt. Telling this story never got easier but the hurt faded. 

	“The police came for a welfare check while I was at work. They called my manager. They came in, I was at work. I got fired cause the manager didn’t like cops calling. I ran home. They took Paul. They ripped him from me. Put me in juvie for a year, then I ended up here. I haven’t been able to get my freedom back. I’ve belonged to the state ever since.”

	“Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry.”

	“Yeah, every one of us has a story.”

	Rebecca was quiet for several seconds.

	Then she finally spoke.

	“I’m here because of my mother.”

	Jane looked over.

	“My father died when I was very young. I’ve been a prisoner too.” She hesitated. “Expected to marry well. Expected to carry on the family legacy. And I barely understand any of it.”

	Jane listened.

	“I tried to escape.” Rebecca’s voice dropped. “My mother has complete control. She’s told everyone I’m simply.” She looked away. “Unwell.”

	Jane’s expression changed.

	Rebecca continued. “I’ve been trying to get into my father’s music room. But every time I get close, someone stops me.”

	“Why?”

	“I don’t know.” She looked down at her hands. “It feels like they’re trying to erase him.” A long silence passed. “Twenty-one years,” Rebecca whispered. “That’s how long I’ve been trying to understand what happened to him.”

	Jane stared at her. “Twenty-one years?”

	Rebecca nodded.

	“Wow.” Jane gave a faint smile. “Even rich people have it bad.”

	Rebecca looked at her.

	“You’d think with all that money and fame, it would make them happy.”

	“Not for me.”

	Jane sighed. A few tears filled her eyes. She quickly wiped them away.

	Rebecca noticed.

	Jane blew out a slow breath and shook her head. “Funny thing is,” she said. “Everybody thinks somebody else has the better life.”

	Rebecca looked at her.

	“Maybe we’re all just trying to get out of somebody else’s idea of who we’re supposed to be.”

	Rebecca smiled faintly. “Maybe.”

	She paused as they arrived at the common area. Rebecca saw the big window that was closed with a wood half door across from the room. The room itself had a long glass window and two doors. One on her left and one farther down. Between the doors sat an old phone that was almost a mirror of an old phone booth.

	Rebecca stopped just short of the doorway. She saw the white round tables. The smell of coffee hit her instantly. She sighed. The smell took her back. Her dad’s coffee always sat on his piano. She closed her eyes.

	“Rebecca?” Jane asked.

	Mack and Shelia were right behind them.

	“She’s frozen,” Shelia alerted Mack.

	“Many usually are when they get to this point.”

	“I should help her. You know, female to female.”

	“Let her do it. I trust her.”

	Rebecca stared into the common room and the smell was relentless. It would not let her go. She was back at the estate, in the basement where James had his piano and where the Red wolves made hit album after hit album.

	“Rebecca?” Jane checked. “They are serving dinner. We need to sit or we won’t get fed.”

	“Right.”

	“Come on, I got you!” Jane smiled. She checked over to Shelia, Shelia nodded and Jane held out her hand. “I’m willing to break the rules, come on, I got you.”

	Rebecca took her hand and Mack, along with Shelia, followed Jane’s lead into the common room. But one thing had Rebecca a bit on edge. She never picked dinner for today. So, whatever they were going to feed her, she had no idea.

	“Hey everyone, this is my new roommate, Rebecca!” Jane smiled. “Rebecca, this is Sandy, Adriana, Kent, Adam, Nick, Mikayla.”

	Everyone said hello as the kitchen staff called out names and brought everyone’s dinner. After about five minutes, Rebeca still didn’t have a plate, and her stomach was growling furiously.  

	“Did we forget anyone?” the head kitchen lady asked.

	“Um, I’m new. I didn’t fill out the form.”

	“Name?”

	“Rebecca.”

	“Oh, the newbie. I got you.”

	The lady walked over a tray and Rebecca checked it over. Meatloaf and mashed potatoes with grape and lemon juice. She about threw up in her mouth. She was never fed meatloaf and her mother always insisted on grape, lemon, and cranberry juice only to drink. Never this type of meat. The potatoes were considered okay. But to Harriet starch was bad and so was any processed food.

	“Um, is there anything else?” Rebecca asked.

	“Sorry. Tomorrow you will get your regular meals.”

	“Um, okay.”

	“Hey, Becky, can I call you that?” Adam asked.

	“Sure.”

	“I’ll trade you; I have pasta.”

	“Yes!”

	


Chapter 14

	The cafeteria slowly emptied as dinner trays disappeared one by one. Laughter drifted toward the hallway. Jane nudged Rebecca with her shoulder.

	“So,” she smiled. “French toast tomorrow morning.”

	Rebecca laughed. “I picked it, yes. I actually got to pick it!”

	“That’s good. I’ve been here a long time. I don’t think I’ll go home but the French Toast is really good. Shanna recommended it to me first thing too. What do you mean you actually got to pick it?” Jane asked.

	“Well, I never usually got to before. I come from a… a very controlling family as I told you. This is new to me. I’ve never been this excited before.”

	“Wow, sounds complicated.” Jane smiled.

	Sandy grinned. “I’ve never seen someone so excited over breakfast.”

	Rebecca felt her cheeks warm. “I just.” She looked down. “As I said, it was my first choice. In my entire life and I’m twenty-four.”

	The table grew quiet. No one teased her.

	Adam picked up his tray. “I’ll save you a seat tomorrow.”

	Rebecca smiled. “I’d like that.”

	Kent tossed his napkin onto his tray. “Movie night starts in twenty.”

	Nick stretched. “I’m calling the recliner.”

	“Not again.” Mikayla laughed.

	“First come...”

	“First snore,” Adriana interrupted.

	Everyone laughed. For just a moment, Rebecca forgot where she was. It didn’t seem like she couldn’t leave. There was no Harriet, no Bill. Just her and new friends.

	She simply felt, normal.

	The common room was still busy, some went to their rooms, some stayed. Some played cards. Others colored. A few watched television.

	Rebecca kept her seat beside Jane. Mack leaned against the wall nearby, quietly observing. Shelia stood across the room talking with Mack. Isaiah carried a fresh pot of coffee toward the nurses’ station.

	The television flickered. A commercial ended. The station’s familiar news music filled the room. No one paid much attention. Until...

	A photograph appeared. James Deveroix. Smiling behind a grand piano. Rebecca’s smile disappeared. The room suddenly felt... Very small. 

	The anchor’s voice echoed through the common room. “Breaking tonight... New questions are being raised surrounding the death of legendary Red Wolves founder and frontman James Deveroix.”

	Rebecca stared. Frozen. Her eyes blinked. Nothing came. Just nothing. Jane waved her hand in front of her. The table went silent. Sandy tried snapping her fingers at her but nothing. Rebecca rose and walked to the TV.

	“An anonymous source claims investigators may have overlooked evidence suggesting Deveroix may have struggled with alcohol and cocaine use during the final years of his life.”

	The words hit like ice water.

	Jane looked over. “Rebecca?”

	She didn’t answer. She didn’t blink. Her breath slowed. On the television... Old concert footage played. James laughing. Waving to thousands of fans. Playing the piano.

	The reporter continued. “While these claims remain unverified, experts say the allegations could reshape how fans remember the iconic musician.”

	Rebecca took another step toward the television. “No.” Her voice barely carried. The room had gone silent. Everyone was watching her now. “No.” Another step. “That’s not true.” She reached the television. Her fingertips rested against the screen. “Dad.”

	A tear rolled down her cheek. “You promised.” She pressed her forehead gently against the glass. “You promised you’d never touched the stuff. Just a bit vodka to warm up your voice!”

	Silence. Nobody moved. Nobody knew what to say. Then, from the back of the room, Mitch laughed. “Guess the old rock star partied harder than everyone thought.”

	Mark smirked. “Yeah, just another drunk with a guitar.”

	Rebecca turned. Something inside her broke. “He played piano! Beautifully! He had more talent in his goddamn pinky than you have in your entire brain! Take it back.”

	Mitch shrugged. “I’m just saying what the news said.”

	“I said.” Her voice trembled. “Take it back.”

	He rolled his eyes. “What? You think famous people don’t do drugs? That’s all they do. They live for than, then to make great music or respect their fans. Like this guy. Yeah, another stupid rockstar thinking they don’t owe anybody anything, despicable and ruined music!” 

	Rebecca charged. The chair next to Mitch crashed backward smacking into the round tables behind her. He barely had time to stand before Rebecca slammed into him.

	“You didn’t know him!” Rebecca yelled. She shoved him backward. “You don’t get to talk about my father!”

	Mitch stumbled. “What the hell?!”

	Rebecca swung wildly, tears streaming down her face. “Take it back!”

	Isaiah moved first. “Rebecca!”

	Mack was already running. “Rebecca!”

	She struggled against them. “You didn’t know him! He wasn’t like that! He loved me! He came home every night! He was never drunk or high. I know!”

	“Yeah, you know, how, how old were you?” Mitch asked. She held him there with her arm across his throat.

	Isaiah approached steadily. His hands held out. “Rebecca, let him go,” he said gently.

	“No! My dad was nothing like this. Why, why does he get to say such garbage about someone he doesn’t even know?” She cried. 

	Her arms slipped and Isaiah motioned toward Mitch not to retaliate. He wrapped both arms around her shoulders, gently pulled her away.

	Mack stepped in front of her. “Rebecca.” She couldn’t hear him. “Rebecca...” She kept staring past him.

	On the television. The report continued as if nothing had happened.

	“Questions surrounding the legacy of James Deveroix...”

	Rebecca collapsed against Isaiah.

	Sobbing. “He promised.” Her voice cracked. “He promised he’d never do drugs or drink. Dad!? I was four. I was always with him. I know. He always told me to dream on. I…”

	The common room remained silent. Jane covered her mouth. Adam looked at the floor. Kent clenched his fists. No one looked at Mitch. No one looked at the television anymore.

	They looked. At Rebecca. Because every person in that room suddenly understood. This wasn’t about a celebrity. This was a daughter watching the world rewrite the only parent who had ever truly loved her.

	Isaiah gently lowered Rebecca into a chair.

	She was still sobbing. “I know.” she whispered. “I know my dad. He never.” Her voice broke. “He never lied to me.”

	Mack knelt in front of her. “Rebecca.”

	She couldn’t focus on him. Her eyes remained fixed on the television. The reporter continued talking. Words. Pictures. None of it made sense anymore.

	The common room doors opened. Dr. Sam entered quickly, followed by Shanna. He took one look at Rebecca.

	“What happened?”

	Isaiah answered quietly. “The news. A report about her father.”

	Dr. Sam nodded. He crouched until he was at Rebecca’s eye level. “Rebecca.”

	No response.

	“Rebecca... can you hear me?”

	Slowly... She looked at him. Tears streamed endlessly down her face. “They’re lying.”

	“I know that’s what you’re hearing.”

	“They’re lying,” she repeated. “My dad wasn’t like that.”

	Dr. Sam nodded gently. “I understand.”

	She shook her head violently. “No... you don’t. He promised he’d never do those things. He promised.”

	Her breathing became shallow. Fast. Her hands trembled uncontrollably.

	Dr. Sam looked at Shanna. “I’d like to give her a mild sedative.”

	Rebecca looked up. “I’m... I’m not in trouble?”

	Those five words silenced the room.

	Dr. Sam’s expression softened. “No, Rebecca.” He gently shook his head. “You’re not in trouble. This isn’t a punishment. Your mind and your body have been through something overwhelming tonight. We’re just going to help them slow down.”

	Rebecca closed her eyes. “Okay.”

	Shanna prepared the medication while Mack remained beside Rebecca. Isaiah rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

	Within minutes, Rebecca’s breathing slowly began to steady. Her eyelids grew heavy.

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered to everyone.

	Jane stepped forward instinctively. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for.”

	Shanna smiled gently. “You can see her tomorrow.”

	Jane nodded, tears filling her own eyes. “We’ll save your seat at breakfast.”

	Rebecca managed the faintest smile. “French toast.”

	Jane smiled back. “French toast.”

	Rebecca walked to Mitch with the help of Mack, “I’m. I’m sorry.”

	“Me too. I had no idea.”

	The sedative continued to take effect. Mack and Isaiah carefully helped Rebecca to her feet. She leaned against them as they slowly walked toward Cedar Hall.

	The common room remained silent. No one reached for the television remote. The silence was so overwhelming, no one heard the rest of the report on the TV. Even Mitch stared at the floor. The report was still playing. Every eye followed Rebecca until she disappeared through the doorway.

	Tomorrow, she had no idea when she opened her eyes, everything, was about to change.

	 

	 

	****

	The Deveroix Estate

	Harriet stared at the television in her study. The news was still playing but she didn’t hear it. How dare they. This cannot happen. No way can this happen. She fell back in her chair and Bill stood by. She ended the call with her team and she just sat stunned.

	“If this… if this is true. I’ll lose it all. Bill. We need to stop this.” The color drained from her face. “This can’t happen.”

	The reporter continued. “Sources close to the investigation claim new evidence may exist...”

	Harriet muted the television. The room fell silent. She sank into the leather chair behind her desk.

	Bill frowned. “Harriet?”

	She stared straight ahead. “If this gets reopened...”

	Her voice barely rose above a whisper. “I’ll lose everything.”

	Bill walked closer. “I don’t understand.”

	Harriet looked up. “You don’t need to.”

	She closed her eyes. “We have to stop this. Immediately.”

	Bill folded his arms. “Didn’t the state perform an autopsy?”

	“They did.”

	“And?”

	“I have every report.” She pointed toward a mahogany bookcase behind Bill. “Top shelf. The black archive box.”

	Bill retrieved it and placed it on the desk. Harriet rested her hand on the lid but didn’t open it.

	“I made certain everything was documented.”

	Bill frowned. “Then why are you worried?”

	Before Harriet could answer. The office phone rang. She stared at it. Only one person ever called that direct line.

	She answered. “Father.”

	A deep voice answered from the other end. “I’ve seen the report.”

	Harriet closed her eyes. “So have I.”

	A long silence followed.

	Victor Hawthorne spoke calmly. “Explain.”

	“They’re claiming James used drugs.”

	“And?”

	“It’s false.”

	Bill looked up.

	Harriet’s grip tightened around the receiver.

	Victor continued. “The question isn’t whether it’s true. It’s who wants the world to believe it.”

	Harriet looked toward the muted television. “I’ll handle it.”

	“No.” His voice became colder. “You’ll contain it. If they reopen James Deveroix’s death.” He paused. “They’ll begin asking questions. They’ll examine the estate. The trusts. The inheritance. The charter.”

	Harriet swallowed. “I know.”

	“No.” Victor corrected. “I don’t think you do. For twenty-four years.” His voice remained perfectly measured. “House Hawthorne has waited. The Deveroix estate. The Masters merger. The old Boston families. Everything has led to this.”

	Harriet remained silent.

	Victor continued. “You were chosen because you were the strongest of my children. You were to marry James Deveroix. You were to secure his legacy. You were to unite it with the Masters fortune.” His tone sharpened. “And yet... Rebecca still stands between us and everything we’ve built.”

	Harriet’s jaw tightened. “Not for much longer.”

	Victor finally smiled. “Good.”

	He continued. “When Rebecca marries Bill... The Deveroix fortune becomes ours. The Masters fortune becomes ours. The final families will have no choice but to join us.” Another pause. His next words chilled the room. “Boston first.”

	Harriet nodded. “Yes.”

	Victor smiled. “Then... Washington.”

	Silence.

	Bill stared at her. He had never heard Victor Hawthorne speak. Not until today.

	Bill stared at the muted television.

	James Deveroix's smiling face still filled the screen.

	He looked toward Harriet.

	“What happens now?”

	Harriet didn’t answer immediately. She remained focused on the television. For one brief moment, the room was completely still.

	Then she whispered, “Rebecca.”

	Bill frowned. “What about her?”

	Harriet’s expression became unreadable. “Move the wedding up.”

	Bill stared at her. “What?”

	“If I can’t secure the estate through the guardianship arrangement...” She finally turned toward him. “Then you marry her.”

	Bill’s face tightened. “And then what?”

	“She signs the estate over.”

	“Harriet...”

	“You transfer it back.” 

	Silence filled the study.

	Bill shook his head. “What about a prenup? What if she demands one? What if I don’t want to do this?”

	Harriet’s eyes hardened. “Bill, please. You don’t know my father.” She leaned back. “Trust me.”

	Bill looked toward the television again. “And Victor?”

	Harriet’s jaw tightened. “He wants the estate.”

	“Do you really think my father is just going to hand over the Masters estate after all this?”

	“He will if he knows what’s good for him.”

	Bill stared at her. “This marriage is a sham.”

	Harriet’s expression didn’t change. “This marriage was planned long before you ever understood what it meant.”

	Bill looked at her sharply. “Since Rebecca was born?”

	“Yes.”

	He swallowed. “And if I don’t?”

	“Victor will find someone else.”

	Harriet paused. “And I know you love Rebecca.”

	That stopped him. Bill looked toward the television.

	James was still smiling.

	“And if she refuses?”

	Harriet didn’t hesitate. “She won’t.” The certainty in her voice chilled him. “I still control the estate. I still control her life. James named me trustee.”

	Bill frowned. “But Rebecca is twenty-four.”

	“Which is why there is a deadline.” Harriet folded her hands. “When she turns twenty-six, I lose control.”

	Bill stared at her. “And you’re sure she won’t find a way out?”

	Harriet looked toward the window. “Hope fades.” She spoke almost casually. “Time changes people. Eventually, people stop fighting.”

	Bill thought about Rebecca. The fear he’d seen in her eyes. The way she’d looked at him lately. He wasn’t so sure.

	Harriet’s voice pulled him back. “Bill.”

	He looked at her.

	“You’re my last hope.”

	A long silence passed.

	Finally, Bill gave a single nod. “I understand.”

	Harriet turned back toward the television. James’s face still stared back at her. For the briefest moment, something crossed her expression. Regret. Perhaps even grief. Then it vanished. She reached for the remote.

	Harriet looked back toward James’s face on the television. The smile she had once fallen in love with still stared back at her. For just the briefest moment... Something crossed her face. Regret. Then it disappeared. She picked up the remote. The screen went black.

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 15

	Even though it was only a couple of days, it felt like an eternity. She kept going back to her mother. How, how in the world had Harriet been able to do this to her? Why? That was what kept Rebecca up most of the night. The sedative Dr. Sam gave her, did pretty much nothing.

	Still exhausted. Eyes swollen.

	Jane was already awake and smiled softly. “Morning.”

	Rebecca nodded.

	But today was French Toast Day. And it was her second day in the unit. None of that mattered. For a few moments she wasn’t sure where she was. She finally woke after a yawn. Then it hit her. None of this was hers. She wasn’t home. But one thing remained. The television. Her father.

	She closed her eyes.

	Jane stirred in the bed across the room and smiled softly once more. “Morning.”

	Rebecca managed a small nod. “Morning.”

	Neither of them spoke again for a while. There wasn’t anything to say.

	Eventually Jane climbed out of bed. “You hungry?”

	Rebecca thought about it. “I think so.”

	Jane smiled. “Good. Come on. I think Adam’s probably already saving us a table.”

	A faint smile tugged at the corner of Rebecca’s mouth. “He promised.”

	“He did.”

	The common room buzzed with quiet conversation as patients raised their hands when their names where called out.

	Rebecca hesitated in the doorway.

	Jane noticed. “You don’t have to go in alone.”

	Rebecca nodded. Together they walked inside. Just as promised, Adam waved from across the room.

	“Over here!”

	Kent grinned. “I told him you’d show up.”

	Nick laughed. “He almost fought somebody for those seats.”

	“I did not.”

	“You absolutely did.”

	A few quiet laughs circled the table. Rebecca felt some of the weight on her chest ease. She picked up her tray. French toast. Shanna had been right. It smelled wonderful.

	As she sat down, Adam smiled. “Told you I’d save your seat.”

	“Thank you.”

	Before anyone could say another word, two figures stopped beside the table. Rebecca looked up. Mitch. Mark stood beside him. The smile disappeared from her face. Across the room, Mack noticed immediately. Without drawing attention to himself, he quietly stood.

	Just in case.

	Mitch shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I,” His voice caught. “I’m sorry.”

	The cafeteria grew noticeably quieter.

	“I didn’t know.” He glanced down at the floor. “I thought, it was just another story about some famous musician.”

	Mark nodded. “So did I.”

	Mitch looked back at Rebecca. “If I’d known he was your dad.” He swallowed. “I never would’ve said any of that. I’m sorry.”

	Mark spoke quietly. “I am too. We were wrong.”

	Silence settled over the table. Rebecca looked at both of them. Since yesterday, neither one looked defensive. Neither one laughed. They simply looked ashamed.

	Rebecca lowered her eyes to her tray. Her voice barely rose above a whisper. “He was a good dad.”

	Another long silence followed.

	Mitch nodded slowly. “I believe you.” He didn’t ask for forgiveness or try to explain himself. He simply placed a hand on Mark’s shoulder. “Come on.”

	The two boys quietly walked away. No one at the table spoke for several seconds. Finally, Adam smiled gently.

	“Your French toast is getting cold.”

	Rebecca looked down at her plate. She picked up her fork. A tiny smile appeared through the sadness.

	“My first choice.”

	Jane reached her hand across the table and gently squeezed Rebecca’s hand.

	“I think your dad would’ve liked that.”

	Rebecca looked out the cafeteria window as the morning sunlight spilled across the grounds.

	She could almost hear him.

	Dream on, Firecracker.

	She closed her eyes for a brief moment.

	“I miss you, Dad.”

	Then she took her very first bite of French toast. It wasn’t just breakfast anymore. It was another choice. Another step. Another promise to keep moving forward.

	“So,” Adam, began, “you’ve only been here since when, Tuesday?”

	“Yeah. Something like that. Saturday is my birthday. I hope I get to go home.”

	“Everyone.” Shanna began. “Today is visitor day for rooms 200-400. The visiting times are five pm to seven pm. Make sure you are ready. If you need to shower, there is a ten-minute time limit.”

	Rebecca smiled. Anthony. She finished her French toast and the smile never left. Everyone at the table noticed.

	“Some hot guy coming?” Mikala joked.

	“Actually, yes. He never wanted me here. Anthony De Viers.”

	Kent smiled.

	“Harbor Lights? You mean the Harbor Lights?”

	Rebecca laughed for what felt like the first time in days.

	“Yes. But he’s not my boyfriend. We’re… just friends.”

	“My sister dragged me to one of their concerts last summer. Desire is now my favorite song!”

	Adam leaned forward. “Wait... your boyfriend is in Harbor Lights?”

	Rebecca blushed. “I... I guess so.”

	Jane grinned. “Oh, definitely a boyfriend.”

	Rebecca hid behind her orange juice. “I don’t know about that.”

	The table erupted in laughter. For a few precious minutes... Rebecca wasn’t a patient. She was simply a young woman whose friends were teasing her.

	 

	Five O’Clock

	Rebecca stood near the visitor entrance, smoothing the wrinkles from her long sleeve shirt, for what had to be the tenth time. It was summer in Boston, but the ward was very cold. 

	Jane smiled. “Relax.”

	“I am relaxed.”

	“No.” Jane laughed. “You’re terrified.”

	Rebecca sighed. “Maybe a little.”

	The secure doors buzzed. They opened. Anthony stepped inside. The moment he saw Rebecca... He stopped. Neither of them moved. Twenty-four hours suddenly felt like twenty-four years. Anthony crossed the room first. He didn’t run. He simply walked until he stood in front of her.

	Rebecca smiled through tears. “Hi.”

	Anthony smiled back. “Hi.”

	Without another word. He wrapped his arms around her. Rebecca buried her face against his shoulder. Since arriving, she finally allowed herself to cry without fear.

	“I missed you,” she whispered.

	Anthony kissed the top of her head. “I missed you more! I never wanted you here.”

	“I know.”

	“I would’ve traded places with you if I could.”

	Rebecca looked up. “I know.”

	He brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “You look better.”

	“I feel...” She thought for a moment. “...different.”

	“In a good way?”

	Rebecca smiled. “I think so.”

	Anthony spent the next two hours meeting everyone.

	Jane.

	Adam.

	Kent.

	Nick.

	Mikayla.

	Even Mitch quietly introduced himself. “I’m the idiot.”

	Anthony smiled politely. “So, I’ve heard.”

	Mitch nodded. “I deserved that.”

	Everyone laughed.

	Even Rebecca.

	As visiting hours came to an end, Anthony reached into his jacket pocket.

	“I almost forgot.”

	He handed Rebecca a small paper bag.

	She looked inside. A black leather cord was tied off and it held a diamond shaped charm that appeared almost like onyx and an olive green in color.

	“It was my Grandmothers. I know this is probably beneath you and what you are used to wearing but I, I wanted you to have it. I put it on black leather stretch string cause the original chain got knotted and it broke on me when I tried to fix.” He laughed.

	 

	


Chapter 16

	Shanna came over and inspected the bag and the piece of jewelry. She pursed her lips and the young man.

	“Anything brought in from outside must be categorized and approved by me.”

	Anthony sighed. So did Rebecca.

	“But this well, this cannot be approved for now. I’m sorry. Until we know if she is going home soon, we must take every precaution.”

	“Okay, I’ll take it back for safe keeping. Sorry, I didn’t know the rules.”

	Rebecca laughed so hard she nearly cried again. Anthony smiled and he was a good man and signed autographs for those who wanted them.

	As Anthony prepared to leave, Dr. Sam approached.

	“Mr. De Vries.”

	Anthony turned.

	“Doctor.”

	“May I borrow Rebecca for a moment?”

	Anthony nodded. “I’ll be right here.”

	Rebecca followed Dr. Sam into his office. He waited until she sat down. Then he smiled.

	“I’ve been monitoring you the entire time you’ve been here.”

	Rebecca immediately became nervous. “Did... I do something wrong?”

	Dr. Sam smiled gently. “No. You did something very right.”

	She looked confused.

	“You accepted help. You made friends. You apologized when you felt you needed to. You stood up for your father. You handled this morning with remarkable maturity.”

	Rebecca looked down. “I didn’t feel very strong.”

	“Strength rarely feels strong while you’re living it.”

	Silence settled between them.

	Finally...

	Dr. Sam opened her chart. “I think you’re ready.”

	Rebecca blinked. “Ready?”

	He smiled. “To go home.”

	Her mouth fell open. “What?”

	“I’m beginning your discharge. You’ve been here now almost four days. And I believe you’ve been put here wrongfully.”

	Rebecca stared at him. “I... I can leave?”

	He nodded. “You’ve shown me exactly what I hoped to see. You aren’t leaving because everything is fixed. You’re leaving because you’ve learned something very important.”

	She whispered, “What’s that?”

	“That asking for help doesn’t make you weak.”

	Tears filled Rebecca’s eyes. She smiled. Not because someone else smiled first. But because she believed him.

	Dr. Sam slid the discharge paperwork across the desk. “I’d like you home in time for your birthday tomorrow.”

	Rebecca covered her mouth. “My birthday...”

	She had forgotten. Everything had happened so fast. She had forgotten tomorrow was July fourth.

	Dr. Sam chuckled. “I don’t recommend spending your birthday in a hospital.”

	Rebecca laughed through her tears. “I don’t either.”

	He stood and offered his hand. “It was an honor meeting you, Rebecca.”

	She shook it. She smiled. “Thank you...”

	Dr. Sam nodded. “No.” He smiled warmly. “Thank you... for reminding all of us that healing begins with a single choice.”

	Rebecca thought about the menu. The pencil. The tiny circle around French toast. She smiled. It had.

	“Dr. Sam?”

	“Yes?”

	“One thing, Jane, I don’t think she belongs here.”

	“That’s very kind of you but you don’t know her story. She’s been here a long time. She could never live outside these walls. She’s forgotten what it’s like out there.”

	“But her brother, Paul.”

	“Yes. Don’t worry. I’ll keep a good eye on her. Go, live.”

	 

	An hour later 

	Anthony smiled as Rebecca walked into the lobby. “There she is.”

	Rebecca laughed through her tears. “You stayed.”

	“I told you I would.”

	He wrapped her in his arms. And since entering Cedar Ward, Rebecca felt like she was home.

	“I missed you.”

	“I missed you more.” Anthony brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “You look stronger.”

	Rebecca smiled. “I think I am.”

	The revolving doors turned. Anthony looked up. His smile vanished.

	Harriet entered first. Bill walked beside her. Behind them came Harriet’s attorney carrying a leather portfolio. The psychiatrist who had signed Rebecca’s commitment paperwork followed close behind.

	Rebecca’s smile disappeared. “No...”

	Harriet approached with perfect composure. “Rebecca.”

	Anthony instinctively stepped between them. “She’s leaving with me.”

	Harriet didn’t even acknowledge him. “No.” She looked only at Rebecca. “You’re leaving with your family.”

	Rebecca grabbed Anthony’s hand. “I don’t want to.”

	Bill finally spoke. “We understand this has been emotional.”

	Rebecca glared at him. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

	Harriet’s expression hardened. “Rebecca.”

	“No.”

	Anthony squeezed her hand. “You don’t have to go.”

	Attorney Collins quietly opened the folder. “I’m afraid.” He handed several documents to Dr. Sam. “Legally, she does.”

	Dr. Sam read the paperwork. His face fell. He looked at Rebecca. Then at Harriet.

	“The charter remains in effect.” His voice was heavy. “Until it’s challenged in court...” He hated saying the next words. “Rebecca remains under Mrs. Hawthorne’s legal authority.”

	Anthony stared. “There has to be something.”

	“There isn’t.” Dr. Sam looked genuinely heartbroken. “I wish there were.”

	Rebecca slowly shook her head. “No...”

	Harriet stepped closer. “It’s time to go home.”

	Rebecca backed away. “I don’t want to.”

	“I know.” Harriet’s voice remained calm. “But wanting and legal authority are two different things.”

	Anthony stepped forward. “You can’t force her.”

	Bill answered this time. “Actually.” He looked at Anthony almost sympathetically. “She can.” 

	Rebecca’s entire body trembled. She looked at Dr. Sam. “You said I was okay.”

	“You are.”

	“You said I could choose.”

	Pain crossed his face. “You can choose many things now.” He paused. “But this.” He looked at the paperwork. “Isn’t one of them.”

	Rebecca felt the world collapse all over again. Not because she was returning to the mansion. Because freedom had lasted. Less than five minutes.

	Jane quietly appeared at the end of the hallway. She had slipped out just far enough to see. She watched Rebecca stand there. Looking completely lost. Their eyes met.

	Rebecca whispered. “I’m sorry.”

	Jane shook her head. “No.”

	She placed a hand over her heart. “Remember what you learned.”

	Rebecca nodded through tears. One choice at a time.

	Anthony leaned close enough that only Rebecca could hear him. “I’ll come for you.”

	She looked into his eyes.

	“I promise.”

	Harriet turned. “The car is waiting.”

	Rebecca didn’t move. Finally. She let go of Anthony’s hand. It was the hardest thing she had ever done. Anthony caught her fingers for one last second before they slipped away. Rebecca looked back only once. Anthony was still standing exactly where she’d left him.

	Watching helplessly. The hospital doors closed between them. With a soft hiss. The locks engaged. Anthony remained frozen on the sidewalk.

	Rebecca looked through the glass of the back window of the Mercedes. Very slowly. She lifted two trembling fingers to her lips and blew him a kiss.

	Anthony reached into the air. As though he could catch it.

	Then she was gone.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 17

	July 4, 2026, Boston Harbor

	The yacht drifted quietly across Boston Harbor. Champagne glasses clinked. Soft jazz floated through hidden speakers. Laughter echoed from the upper deck as Boston’s wealthiest families celebrated Independence Day.

	Rebecca stood alone at the stern. The wind lifted strands of her dark hair as she stared across the water. Boston shimmered beneath the evening sun. Somewhere beyond the skyline...

	Anthony was celebrating without her.

	She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

	He waited for her. Held her. Promised he would never leave. Then she’d been forced to let go. She wrapped her arms around herself.

	“I miss you.”

	The words disappeared into the wind. She closed her eyes and saw the replay of her homecoming. It wasn’t pretty. This birthday may just be the worst she ever had to celebrate. Heck, she truly wished she was back in the unit. Least she had people to talk to. She had family. Everyone welcomed her. Here, another damn yacht. Another damn party that just sucked the life out of her.

	She heard her mother’s voice.

	Flashback

	“Rebecca? Where are you?” Harriet yelled throughout the mansion. 

	She sighed. Damn that woman. She stared at the locked padded door to the basement. She hated being in this position. And after the new report about James, she had to go into the music room to find out if there was anything else about him, she could discover to prove his innocence. As she stood at the door, she heard her mother’s heavy footsteps that sounded like fireworks.

	“Rebecca, just what do you think you are doing?” Harriet demanded.

	“You’re erasing him, why? Did you ever even love him?” 

	Smack. Rebecca shook her head and held her cheek. The same one Harriet previously smacked. But she was thankful for the doctors in the unit never noticed. She did a good job on the other one.

	“Why, why must you be like this? You know, in the unit, I made choices. My own choices! And now, now you’re just ruining it!”

	“That’s enough. We need to go. The party starts soon.”

	“I’m an adult, mother. The controlling needs to stop!”

	“You know what, you want to act like an adult and have responsibilities? Fine, then, you’ll be marrying Bill Masters. That was always your destiny, that bartender, ha, no. My daughter will never marry a bartender as long blood flows through my veins, Rebecca Elizabeth Deveroix.”

	Rebecca shook her head. Harriet reached for her and called for the medic to help her daughter with the new cut and for the fitters to help get her ready.  

	****

	Present day Boston Harbor

	Then, another face entered her thoughts. Jane. Rebecca smiled faintly. She wondered if breakfast would ever be French toast again. If Adam had saved an empty seat out of habit. If Jane had gone back to coloring by the window. A lump formed in her throat.

	She leaned against the polished rail. The harbor rolled gently beneath the yacht. Then... Something drifted back into her memory.

	Then another memory entered her mind. When she returned home, she did enter the music room once more. She fought hard and broke through the locked door. She used a trick she saw on a TV show her mother watched. She used her two barrettes and broke in. She found the albums Harriet had hidden underneath the floorboard near James’ piano. What led her there was something she couldn’t describe.

	She remembered hearing two albums finally, Red Wolves and Midnight Highway. It brought a smile to her face. Her father had such a beautiful voice. And then the song she clutched onto when she tried to escape and that was returned to her after she left Cedar Ward, My Daughter.

	One day roads will lead you farther. Than I can ever go. You’ll face storms I cannot shelter.  And truths I’ll never know. But every note we played together. Every song we shared. Will live inside your heart forever. A reminder I’ll be there. 

	Pre-Chorus: Hold on to those dreams. Even when they slip away. The strongest hearts keep singing. When others lose their way.

	Chorus. Never forget who you are. My daughter. Never let them dim your light. No matter how dark the night. You were born to find your own way. To chase your own stars. When the world tells you who to be. Remember who you are. My daughter

	Then came the song that was called; Do you Love me? Or My Name. The roar of the crowd was loud in her memory. And then, she started singing.

	“You loved the lights before they found me. The crowds before they knew my face. Every headline made you smile. Every spotlight felt like home. But when the curtain finally closed. I wondered if you’d stay.” Tears began to stream down her cheeks. Her own voice surprised her as she had a voice from the heavens like her dad.

	Her eyes widened. She shook her head. That one song, it said a lot. Another song flooded into her mind. I Saw You before it Was Too Late. 

	“Every promise started sounding hallow. Someone was living in my life. Eric kept saying something wasn’t right. I reached for heaven, but I woke inside your lies. I kept believing... Love could change the end. Never thought the enemy... Could wear my best friend’s grin. Every door became a prison. 

	She paused and desperately tried to stop the tears, but the words flowed again. “If I disappear tomorrow... Don’t believe the story told. Listen to the songs I left you... Truth survives when hearts grow cold. If my daughter ever finds them... She will hear what words can't say. Some men leave behind their fortune... I left mine another way.”

	After a few moments she took a breath and shook her head. What was he trying to say? He knew something was wrong. Uncle Eric kept saying it too. Why couldn’t she remember this part? The words flowed once more.

	“I saw you... Before it was too late. I tried to make you see... But you chose another way. You can bury every photograph. Chain the music underground. But every note I ever wrote... Will find my little girl somehow. No... You never silenced me. You only taught my songs... How to survive.”

	One more pause as she tried so hard to figure out what he was meaning, then this line repeated. “Never thought the enemy... Could wear my best friend’s grin.”

	“Wow, dad. Oh my gosh. Mom, is it mom or Grandpa Victor, is he the enemy?”

	She remembered another song, The Key. That one kept coming up. While at the ward. The key was never meant for me, she’d always say.

	 

	“The key was always meant for you. For me dad? Please, please help me, I’m trying to figure out what you are trying to say! The key... is waiting for you. Hidden where the love shines through. If the world should turn you ‘round. Follow every note and sound. One day when the time is right. You’ll see what I could never say. The key was never meant for me... It was always yours someday. Every song I leave behind. Holds another piece of me. Keep them safe inside your heart... They’re the map you’ll one day read.”

	 

	“There you are!” Bills’ thunderous voice startled her, but she tried so hard not to show it when she never turned to face him.

	“I’ve been looking for you.”

	Nothing.

	He stepped beside her and looked out over the harbor. “Beautiful night.”

	She turned around and grumbled at the sight of him but smiled because that was the only way to get through this situation.

	She finally answered. “I don’t remember asking for company.”

	He chuckled. “You never used to talk to me like that.”

	She looked at him. “No. I used to be afraid of disappointing everyone.”

	Bill nodded and continued. “You keep vanishing like this, and people are going to start to talk. Come, they are waiting for us to make the announcement. I picked a date. And already started planning. August first. I always dreamed of an August wedding.” Bill smiled.

	“You, what about me? Nobody has ever asked me about me! I’m just supposed to be your wife, supposed to do whatever you say?”

	Bill blinked, the smile slowly fading from his face. “Rebecca.” He laughed softly, almost dismissively. “You’re upset. I understand that. After everything that’s happened, the hospital, that bartender.” He shook his head. “You’re not thinking clearly.”

	“No,” Rebecca said quietly. “For the first time in my life, I am.”

	The words struck him harder than she intended. His jaw tightened. “Your mother has sacrificed everything for you.”

	Rebecca laughed, but there wasn’t a trace of humor in it. “No. She sacrificed everything... for herself.”

	Bill’s expression hardened. “Careful.”

	“Or what?”

	He stepped closer, lowering his voice so no one else on the yacht could hear. “Don’t mistake kindness for weakness, Rebecca. We’ve spent years building your future. I’ve spent years waiting for you. I’m not about to watch you throw it away because some bartender filled your head with fairy tales.”

	Rebecca met his stare. “That bartender has a name, it’s Anthony! And Anthony didn’t change me.” She took one deliberate step closer. “He reminded me that I was a person.”

	Bill’s face remained still. But his eyes... They darkened. “You’re making a mistake.”

	“No.” Rebecca looked back toward the water. “The mistake was believing I never had a choice. You have no idea what’s it like, not being able to choose for yourself!”

	Emily Freemont stood near the back of the crowded reception hall, notebook in hand, as cameras flashed around Rebecca and Bill Masters.

	The announcement had come without warning.

	Bill stepped toward the microphones and smiled. “We’re pleased to announce that Rebecca and I will be married on August first.”

	Applause filled the room.

	Emily’s pen moved quickly across the page. Rebecca Deveroix and Bill Masters. Wedding moved up. August 1.

	She glanced toward Rebecca. The young heiress smiled for the cameras. But it didn’t reach her eyes. Emily noticed. Of course she did.

	A reporter beside her whispered, “This is sooner than expected.”

	Emily nodded. “Much sooner.”

	Across the room, Harriet stood perfectly composed. Emily watched her for a moment. Something about the announcement bothered her. Not the engagement. The urgency.

	She looked down at her notes and wrote one more word beneath the date.

	Why?

	Later, as the guests began to leave, Bill joined Harriet near the private entrance.

	She waited until they were alone.

	“The wedding is August first,” Bill said.

	Harriet nodded. “Good.”

	Bill frowned. “You said this was what you wanted.”

	“It is.” She lowered her voice. “The merger must be complete by August twenty-seventh.”

	Bill stared at her. “That’s less than four weeks.”

	“I know.” Harriet turned toward the waiting car. “Then we’d better not waste a day.”

	Behind them, Emily watched from across the room. She couldn’t hear what they were saying. But she saw Harriet’s expression. And once again... Something didn’t add up.

	After the meetings and the announcement, Harriet decided they would all ride home together. Another successful party. But she didn’t know that Rebecca was planning another escape. She had to get free. There needed to be a way for her to contest the control. Dr. Miskov said only in court could that be done. 

	The ride home was silent. Not the peaceful kind of silence. The suffocating kind. Rebecca sat in the backseat of the long black sedan, watching Boston disappear through the rain-speckled window. The harbor faded into the distance. Fireworks had already begun popping over the skyline, bursts of red, white, and blue blooming against the darkening sky.

	Freedom. The city celebrated it tonight. She almost laughed. The irony wasn’t lost on her. She rested her forehead against the cool glass and closed her eyes.

	Anthony.

	She could still see him standing beside his pickup truck, rushing toward her before she collapsed on the road. She remembered the warmth of his arms as he carried her to safety. The tiny apartment above Harbor Lights. The smell of tea filling the room while he carefully cleaned the cuts along her arms. Ray quietly bringing fresh towels without asking questions.

	No expectations. No conditions. Just kindness. Then Cedar Ward drifted into her thoughts. Dr. Mishkov’s gentle smile. The nurses who learned everyone’s names. The art room. The laughter during group therapy. People carried burdens just as heavy as hers yet somehow found the strength to lift one another.

	For many years, she now felt that she had belonged somewhere. Not because of her last name. Simply because she was Rebecca. Her chest tightened. She hadn’t realized how much she missed them until now.

	Then... Her father. A familiar melody drifted through her memory. His hands glided across the piano. His voice filled an arena. A lyric surfaced from somewhere deep inside her.

	The key...

	She opened her eyes.

	The key was never meant for me. She remembered hearing James play it in the music room in the basement. Dad, what was it? The key, the song, come on Becks, think. The key was never meant me; he was meaning him. Or me? He told me and it’s where the light shines? 

	The words echoed through her mind. Not like a song. Like a message. She turned them over repeatedly, searching for something she’d missed.

	The key... What key? Why would he write that? A tiny smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. Not because she understood. Because she wanted to find out.

	Harriet caught the reflection in the rearview mirror. “What?”

	Rebecca slowly turned her head. “What?”

	“You smiled.”

	Rebecca held her mother’s gaze for only a moment before looking back out the window.

	“Oh...” She shrugged lightly. “Nothing.”

	Harriet studied her daughter a second longer before returning her attention to the road ahead. But the uneasiness remained.

	She knew Rebecca. She had spent twenty-five years reading every expression, every hesitation, every thought that crossed her daughter’s face. That wasn’t surrender. It wasn’t defeat. It was something far more dangerous.

	Hope.

	And Harriet feared hope more than anything. Because hope had a way of making people ask questions.

	And questions...

	Had a way of uncovering truths that were meant to stay buried.

	The key was never meant for me. Rebecca frowned. No...

	There was another song. Not Dream On. Not No Way Out. Something else. James had played it in the music room. Just him on the piano.

	She closed her eyes; a melody floated through her memory. A child sat on top of the piano while her father laughed...

	“Firecracker...” She whispered. She finally remembered he always called her that. 

	Harriet tried burying every memory she had of him. Why? Why would her mother do this?

	Then...

	One lyric.

	“The key to my...” Her eyes snapped open. “Heart...”

	Her pulse quickened. No. That wasn’t right. Was it? She whispered again. “The Key to My Heart... Dad... What were you trying to tell me?” she whispered so low, Harriet or Bill couldn’t hear her as they were too busy planning the wedding.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 18

	The Deveroix estate greeted them in silence. The moment the sedan rolled beneath the iron gates, Rebecca reached for the door handle before the chauffeur had even come to a complete stop.

	“Miss Rebecca—”

	She was already out. Her heels echoed across the marble foyer as Ferguson quietly opened the front door.

	“Good evening, Miss Rebecca.”

	She barely nodded. “Thank you, Ferguson.”

	Harriet watched from the doorway, puzzled. “Rebecca?”

	No answer. She disappeared up the grand staircase without looking back.

	Bill loosened his tie. “What’s gotten into her?”

	Harriet stared after her daughter. “I don’t know...”

	But she intended to find out. She continued. “The merger must be complete by August twenty seventh, twenty, twenty-six or Victor Hawthorne will take matters into his own hands and we are doomed.”

	Bill nodded and smiled. That was all he could do. 

	“Bill, stay close. She’s changing. We can’t have that!”

	“I understand.”

	 

	Rebecca shut her bedroom door. Locked it. She leaned against it and took a slow breath. The words echoed inside her head.

	The key... The Key... Not The Key to My Heart. Simply... The Key.

	James had written it. She knew he had. She could almost hear him playing it. She pushed away from the door.

	“No more waiting.”

	The west wing of the mansion had always been the quietest. The other set of stairs here were hardly used. They led to the basement. And now was her chance. She checked to see if Bill or her mother were around. She smiled. They must be in the study or something, she walked the hallway.

	Portraits of long-dead Deveroix ancestors watched from the walls as Rebecca made her way through. At the very end of the hallway where the winding carpeted stair lined with red velvet. She fled down faster than ever before. And she arrived at the basement stairs. When she went further, she sighed heavily. 

	She stopped. A heavy brass padlock hung from the handles. She stared at it. Rebecca reached toward the cold metal.

	“So, you’re afraid...” A quiet voice answered behind her.

	“No. She is for some reason.” Rebecca spun around. “Why, Fergeson, do you know why?”

	Ferguson stood several feet away carrying a silver serving tray. His expression never changed.

	“Ferguson...”

	He glanced once toward the staircase. Satisfied they were alone... He quietly set the tray on a nearby table. Without a word... He reached into his vest pocket. A small brass key rested in his palm.

	Rebecca stared. “I...”

	His voice remained barely above a whisper. “Mr. James asked me many years ago...” He looked toward the locked door. “Never to throw anything away.”

	Rebecca felt tears sting her eyes. “You knew?”

	“I knew he loved this room.” He stepped forward. Slipped the key into the padlock.

	Click.

	The lock opened. Ferguson removed it but didn’t touch the door. Instead, he looked at Rebecca.

	“For twenty-one years...” He swallowed. “I’ve been waiting for someone to ask.” He stepped aside. “The room belongs to you now, Miss Rebecca.”

	Rebecca could barely breathe. “Thank you.”

	Ferguson offered the smallest of smiles. “No...” He looked at James’s name engraved on the brass plaque beside the door. “Welcome home.” 

	Rebecca stood alone. Her trembling hand reached for the doorknob. The hinges creaked softly as the door opened. Dust drifted through shafts of golden afternoon sunlight. Nothing had changed.

	The black Steinway grand piano waited exactly where James had left it. Gold records lined the walls. Tour posters. Awards. Framed photographs. It was as if time itself had refused to enter the room.

	Rebecca stepped inside. She slowly crossed to the piano. Her fingertips brushed the polished lid. A single tear rolled down her cheek.

	“I’m back, Dad.” Silence answered. She rested her hand on the piano. “I’m sorry it took me so long.” She began searching.

	“I left the albums right here! Fergeson, they were here when I came back from the ward and sneaked in just before the last party. Just before Bill announced our engagement. Fergy. I, she took them! No! They need to be here. I finally got to hear my dad’s voice. My Daughter, the Key, Do You Love Me? Or My Name. I Saw You Before it Was Too Late. Oh my God. She has gone mad!”

	Top drawer. Nothing. Music books. Tour itineraries. Award programs. Old backstage passes. Receipts. Yellowed newspaper clippings. Nothing. She moved to the piano bench. Something felt... Wrong.

	It was heavier than she remembered. Rebecca knelt. She carefully turned it over. A small wooden panel had been fitted beneath the seat. One screw looked newer than the others. Her pulse quickened.

	She reached into James’s old toolbox beside the piano and grabbed a screwdriver. Her hands trembled as she loosened the final screw. The panel dropped into her lap.

	Inside... One cassette tape. No album title. No date. No explanation. Only one word written in James Deveroix’s unmistakable handwriting.

	Firecracker.

	Rebecca stopped breathing. Not Rebecca. Not My Daughter. Not even The Key.

	Just...

	Firecracker.

	This had never been meant for the world. It had only ever been meant... For her.

	The basement felt colder than Rebecca remembered.

	The concrete walls seemed to absorb every sound as she slowly descended the narrow staircase. Each step echoed through the darkness until only the soft hum of the furnace accompanied her.

	She tightened her grip on the handrail. Halfway down. She stopped. Her eyes fell to the bottom step. The stain was still there. Faded now. Dark brown against the old wood. Blood. Her blood. Rebecca stared at it, unable to breathe. She remembered Bill’s hand crushing her arm.

	His grip tightened. The sharp pain as she fought to pull away. Then. Running. Branches tore through her skin. Roots caught her feet. Dogs barked somewhere behind her.

	“Spread out! She’s still in the woods!”

	Flashlights swept through the trees.

	She stumbled. Fell. Crawled toward the road. Anthony’s headlights burst through the darkness.

	“Rebecca!”

	She squeezed her eyes shut. “No...”

	Her breathing became uneven. Her hands trembled. She could almost feel the gravel digging into her knees again. She could hear the German Shepherds growing closer. Her chest tightened until every breath hurt.

	“No. Not now. Not here.” She pressed both hands against the wall, forcing herself to stay grounded. “You’re home,” she whispered. “You’re safe.”

	The words felt hollow. Safe. She wasn’t sure she’d ever understand what that meant again. After several long moments, she drew one slow breath after another until her heartbeat finally began to settle.

	Ferguson offered her a small, understanding smile.  His voice was soft. “I’m here... with you.”

	Rebecca instinctively wrapped her hand around her upper arm. The same arm Bill had bruised. The same place where his fingers had dug into her skin.

	Ferguson’s eyes followed the movement. He gave a slow, sorrowful nod. “Perhaps...” He hesitated. “Perhaps today isn’t the day, Miss Rebecca.”

	She looked around the room. The piano. Every photograph. Everything Harriet had tried so desperately to keep hidden.

	Rebecca slowly shook her head. “No.” Her voice cracked. “No... it has to be today.” She turned back toward the piano. “Mother is trying to erase him.” Another tear rolled down her cheek. “Why?”

	The question echoed through the silent room.

	“What was she so afraid of?”

	Ferguson remained quiet.

	Rebecca looked at him. “Every time I get close...” She swallowed. “She locks another door.” She walked toward James’s desk. “Every time I ask about Dad... She changes the subject.”

	She opened the top drawer. Nothing helpful but Pens. Old receipts. A box of guitar picks. She opened another. Sheet music. Concert schedules. Yellowed newspaper clippings. Nothing.

	Rebecca exhaled sharply. “There has to be something else.” She looked over her shoulder. A determined smile broke through the tears. “We have to dig, Fergy.”

	And finally, Ferguson smiled. “Aye.” He looked around the room James had loved so dearly. “I believe Mr. James would have wanted exactly that.”

	Together. They began searching. Not as butler and heiress. As two people determined to keep one good man’s memory alive. Neither of them noticed the tiny brass screw beneath the piano bench catching the afternoon light.

	Waiting... For someone curious enough to look just a little closer.

	 

	


Chapter 19

	Rebecca carefully lifted another dusty cardboard box from the bottom shelf. A cloud of dust drifted into the beam of Ferguson’s flashlight.

	“Anything?” he asked quietly.

	She shook her head. “Just more concert programs.” She smiled sadly as she set them aside. “So much of him, so much of what mattered.” Rebecca gasped at seeing a photo of her and her dad sitting together at the piano that was left here. She swallowed hard and smiled a bit. Her hands trembled holding the picture.

	Ferguson didn’t answer. He simply continued opening another storage crate near the far wall.

	Rebecca knelt beside an old rehearsal cabinet. Inside were dozens of empty cassette cases, handwritten lyric sheets, guitar strings...

	Then, a pizza box. She frowned. It looked absurdly out of place among platinum records and sheet music. The faded logo caught her eye.

	Paulie’s Pizza.

	Her breath caught. Pizza. Her fingers froze against the cardboard. No. Not pizza. Pepperoni. Extra cheese. Her pulse began to race.

	The basement disappeared. The music room vanished. The smell of dust became the smell of summer. Warm July air.

	James laughed. The telephone rang.

	“Daddy!”

	Rebecca’s hand slipped from the box. It landed softly on the floor.

	Ferguson immediately looked up. “Miss Rebecca?”

	She wasn’t listening anymore. Her eyes had gone distant. Twenty-one years... Twenty-one years she’d remembered only fragments. Pieces. Voices. Dreams that never made sense. Now...

	The pieces finally came together. The memory wasn’t broken anymore. It was complete.

	Twenty-One Years Earlier

	The summer sun hung low over Boston as James Deveroix guided his black Ford F-150 along Route 1.

	The windows were down.

	Warm air rolled through the cab, carrying the scent of pine and freshly cut grass. Rehearsal had run late, but James didn’t mind. Eric had insisted on trying one more chorus before calling it a night, and somehow “one more time” had turned into another hour.

	James smiled at himself. The Red Wolves had never been about perfection. They’d always been about heart. A familiar chime sounded through the truck.

	His hands remained on the steering wheel as he pressed the button mounted beside it.

	“Hey, beautiful.”

	Harriet’s voice answered almost immediately. “You finally remembered you have a family?”

	James laughed. “I’ve been reminded several times.”

	A tiny voice suddenly burst through the speakers. “Daddy!”

	His smile grew even wider. “There’s my Firecracker.”

	“I’m waiting!”

	“For what?”

	“You promised pizza!”

	James laughed so hard he had to wipe a tear from the corner of his eye. “I sure did. Pepperoni with extra cheese.”

	Rebecca squealed. “I told Mommy!”

	“I know you did.”

	“Daddy?”

	“Yeah, sweetheart?”

	“When are you coming home?”

	James glanced at the dashboard clock. “About twenty minutes.”

	“Promise?”

	“I promise.”

	Silence settled for only a moment before Harriet spoke again. “Drive carefully.”

	“I always do.”

	Rebecca giggled. “You drive fast!”

	James gasped dramatically. “I do not.”

	“You do too!”

	He laughed. “Well... maybe a little.”

	Harriet sighed, though he could hear the smile in her voice. “James...”

	“I’m kidding.”

	He rounded a gentle curve as Route 1 followed the edge of the river. The evening light shimmered across the water.

	“Daddy?”

	“I’m still here, Firecracker.”

	“I love you.”

	His heart melted. “I love you more.”

	“No!”

	“Yep.”

	“No!”

	“I love you this much!” Rebecca laughed.

	James grinned. “I love you bigger than the whole sky.”

	Rebecca erupted into laughter. For a few precious seconds... Everything felt perfect. Then... The steering wheel twitched.

	James frowned. The truck drifted toward the shoulder. He corrected gently. Nothing. Then the rear tires suddenly broke loose.

	“What the...”

	The truck fishtailed. Gravel exploded beneath the tires. 

	Harriet’s voice sharpened instantly. “James?”

	He gripped the wheel tighter. “It’s okay...”

	The truck spun harder. The guardrail rushed toward him. Metal shrieked. The world turned sideways.

	“James!”

	Rebecca screamed. “Daddy!”

	The phone was filled with deafening noise. Glass shattered. Steel twisted. Water roared.

	Then... Silence. Only static remained.

	Harriet stared at the phone. “James?”

	Nothing.

	Her breathing quickened. “James!”

	Rebecca climbed onto the couch beside her. “Daddy?”

	Static. Then... The call disconnected.

	Rebecca looked up. “Daddy?”

	Harriet couldn’t answer. She simply pulled her daughter into her arms and held her as tightly as she could. And this time, for once in her life, she was afraid.

	Present Day

	Outside, Boston continued its legacy of epic summers. Inside the Deveroix estate... The celebration had already ended. Her knees buckled. The room spun violently as she reached for the piano, but her fingers found only empty air.

	Ferguson grew concerned, “Miss Rebecca!” Strong arms caught her before she struck the floor. Ferguson gently lowered her onto the piano bench as her breathing became ragged. She wasn’t crying anymore. She was shaking so violently she could barely keep herself upright.

	“I... I remember.” She clutched at her chest, gasping for air. “I remember everything.”

	Her voice cracked beneath the weight of twenty-one years.

	“The pizza.” She swallowed hard. “The phone.” Another breath caught in her throat. “The water.” Her hands flew to her mouth. “My God.” A broken sob escaped before she could stop it. “Dad.” The cry echoed through the quiet basement.

	Ferguson immediately knelt beside her. “Easy now.”

	His calm voice barely rose above a whisper as he glanced nervously toward the basement stairs.

	“We mustn’t let Mrs. Deveroix know we’re down here.”

	Rebecca nodded, but every attempt to steady her breathing only made it worse.

	“I can’t...”

	“You can.”

	He placed one reassuring hand over hers. “Look at me.” Slowly, she lifted tear-filled eyes to meet his. “That’s it,” he said softly. “Breathe with me.” He demonstrated a slow inhale. “In...”

	Rebecca followed, her chest trembling.

	“And out.”

	She exhaled shakily. Again.

	“In.”

	Out. Again. Little by little, the panic released its grip.

	Ferguson reached into his pocket and unfolded a neatly pressed white handkerchief. Rebecca accepted it gratefully, wiping her eyes before noticing the embroidered initials stitched carefully into one corner.

	J.D.

	She stared at them. “You kept it.”

	A faint smile crossed Ferguson’s face. “I kept many things.”

	The room fell silent once more. Rebecca slowly stood and wandered farther into the music room. Every shelf, every photograph, every guitar seemed frozen in time, waiting patiently for her return. Near the piano she noticed an old picture frame resting face down behind several worn music binders. Curious, she lifted it carefully and brushed away two decades of dust.

	As she turned it over, her breath caught. It was her. Four years old. Sitting proudly atop James’s grand piano with her tiny legs swinging over the edge. James wasn’t looking at the camera. He was looking at her. Laughing. Not posing. Not performing. Simply being her father.

	Rebecca traced the glass with one trembling fingertip. “I remember this.” A watery laugh escaped her. “I wouldn’t stop banging on the keys.”

	Ferguson chuckled softly. “Mr. James said you were composing your very first hit.”

	She smiled through fresh tears. “He called it...” Another laugh slipped free. “‘Firecracker Symphony.’”

	She carefully set the photograph aside. Something beneath it caught her eye. A black leather wrist cuff. The leather was worn smoothly from years of use. Silver snaps reflected the soft basement light, and faint creases marked every place it had wrapped around James’s wrist during countless concerts.

	Rebecca froze. “No...” She picked it up with trembling hands. 

	Rebecca slowly turned the cuff over. Her thumb brushed against something rough inside the leather. She frowned.

	“What...”

	She rubbed away years of dust with her sleeve. Tiny scratches slowly came into focus. Uneven. Crooked. Childlike.

	Love, Firecracker

	Her entire body went still. Her hand began to shake. “No.” She looked at Ferguson. “I made this?”

	He smiled warmly. “You insisted.” His eyes drifted toward the photograph. “You told Mr. James every superhero needed armor.”

	Rebecca let out a tearful laugh that immediately dissolved into sobs. “I thought.” She couldn’t finish. “He never wore it or replaced it.”

	Ferguson gently shook his head. “No, Miss Rebecca. He never bought another one.”

	Rebecca looked down at the cuff resting in her hands.

	“He wore it every concert.”

	She looked up. “What?”

	“He never performed without it.” Ferguson’s smile grew as though he were remembering a hundred sold-out arenas. “Whenever reporters asked about the leather cuff.” He paused. “Mr. James always gave the same answer.”

	Rebecca held her breath.

	Ferguson smiled. “It’s the most valuable thing I own.”

	Fresh tears streamed down Rebecca’s face.

	“He said this cuff reminded him why he walked onto every stage.”

	Rebecca hugged the leather cuff tightly against her heart. “I thought.” Her voice barely existed. “I thought he forgot me.”

	Ferguson’s expression softened with genuine surprise. “Forgot you?” He slowly shook his head. “Miss Rebecca. I don’t believe Mr. James spent five minutes of any day without thinking about you.”

	Rebecca closed her eyes. She no longer felt like the little girl her father had left behind. She felt like the daughter he had spent his life trying to protect. She looked across the room toward the grand piano. Toward the old bench. Toward the hidden compartment beneath it. Carefully wiping away the last of her tears, she managed to smile the smallest smile.

	“Okay, Dad.” She tightened her grip on the cuff. “Let’s see what else you left me.”

	Together, she and Ferguson walked toward the piano, unaware that beneath the bench waited the next piece of James Deveroix’s final message to his Firecracker.

	 

	


Chapter 20

	Rebecca stood frozen in the center of her father’s music room. The leather cuff rested against her heart, still warm from her trembling hands. Dust floated lazily through the afternoon light pouring in from the narrow basement windows, illuminating the grand piano that had once filled the room with music.

	The room felt alive again. Ferguson carefully returned the framed photograph to the shelf. Neither of them spoke. Words seemed unnecessary here. The silence belonged to James. Just for a moment, Rebecca was four again. She sat at the piano with her dad lots of times. But this one particular moment had meaning. 

	Rebecca’s heart pounded as she tore through another box.

	 

	Dust filled the air each time she lifted another stack of papers. Sheet music slid across the concrete floor. Old concert programs fluttered open. Yellowed newspaper clippings spilled from worn folders.

	 

	“There has to be more.”

	 

	Fergeson knelt beside another crate. “What exactly are you looking for?”

	 

	“I don’t know.”

	 

	Rebecca laughed nervously. “I just... I feel like he left me something.”

	 

	Fergeson watched as she opened another weathered box. Inside rested dozens of cassette tapes. Some were blank. Some carried simple handwritten labels. Studio A. Rehearsal. Piano Sessions. Red Wolves.

	 

	Rebecca’s breath caught. “No way...”

	 

	Her hands trembled as she lifted one of them into the light. Written across faded masking tape was a note. To Firecracker. Then on the inside of the flap there was another note. 

	 

	My Daughter. Original Demo

	 

	Rebecca gasped. “Oh my God...”

	 

	Fergeson stood. “What is it?”

	 

	She could barely speak. “I found it.”

	 

	“The song?”

	 

	Rebecca nodded. Her trembling fingers carefully lifted the brittle plastic lid of the cassette case. The old hinge creaked with age. Inside rested a single cassette. Its once-white label had yellowed over the years, but the handwriting across the front remained unmistakable.

	James Deveroix.

	Rebecca recognized it instantly. She gently brushed away the thin layer of dust that had settled over the cassette, revealing the title written boldly across the label.

	Firecracker

	A tear slipped down her cheek and a faint smile followed.

	“Dad...” she whispered. “That was your nickname for me.”

	Ferguson stepped quietly beside her, allowing her the moment without interrupting. Rebecca carefully lifted the cassette from its case. Something else had been written beneath the title.

	Smaller. Almost hidden. She narrowed her eyes. Her heart skipped.

	My Daughter

	The room seemed to fall silent around her. Her breathing caught. Ferguson leaned closer, reading the faded handwriting over her shoulder. Neither of them spoke. Rebecca slowly turned the cassette over. Another line appeared beneath James’s familiar handwriting.

	Original Recording

	Her hand immediately flew to her mouth. “Oh...” Her voice barely escaped as a whisper. “He... he recorded this for me.”

	Ferguson looked at the cassette with quiet reverence before returning his gaze to Rebecca. “I believe he did, Miss Rebecca.”

	She stared at the label, unable to look away. This wasn’t another platinum record. It wasn’t another chart-topping single. It wasn’t something intended for sold-out arenas or television audiences. It had been made for one person. For her.

	The realization struck with overwhelming force. Even after becoming one of the greatest musicians in the world... Her father had still written music for his little girl. Rebecca carefully cradled the cassette against her chest. As though she was afraid it might disappear.  As though she had finally been handed a piece of him that no one else had ever been meant to hear.

	She clutched the tape against her chest. Almost protectively. As if letting go might somehow erase him all over again.

	Then came footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate. More than one pair. Ferguson’s expression changed instantly. His eyes lifted toward the basement stairs.

	“Miss Rebecca...”

	Before he could finish, the music room door burst open. Rebecca startled violently.

	Harriet stood in the doorway.

	Bill Masters remained a step behind her; one hand tucked casually into the pocket of his tailored suit. Behind them, Victor Hawthorne slowly descended the stone staircase with the quiet confidence of a man who expected every room to belong to him.

	No one spoke. Harriet’s eyes swept across the room. They saw the piano bench opened. Next her eyes saw the scattered photographs, and then the cassette marked, Firecracker. One final element, the cuff that was clutched in Rebecca’s hands. The silence was suddenly heavier than the music room had ever known.

	Then...

	Ferguson.

	Color drained from Harriet’s face. “What...” she whispered. “Have you done?”

	Rebecca stepped forward before Ferguson could answer. “I asked him to unlock the room.”

	Harriet didn’t even look at her. “You opened this room?”

	Ferguson folded his hands respectfully in front of him. “Yes, Mrs. Deveroix.”

	“I ordered it sealed.”

	“You did.”

	“And yet you ignored me.”

	“I did.”

	Harriet’s composure cracked. “I trusted you.”

	Ferguson’s voice remained steady. “I know.”

	Silence stretched between them.

	Harriet’s eyes locked onto the tape.

	 

	Fear.

	 

	Real fear.

	 

	“Fergeson.”

	 

	Her voice sharpened immediately.

	 

	“What have you done?”

	 

	Fergeson blinked.

	 

	“I...”

	 

	“I asked you to find Rebecca.”

	 

	“I did.”

	 

	“I didn’t ask you to help her destroy this family.”

	 

	Rebecca laughed.

	 

	A bitter laugh.

	 

	“You mean discover it.”

	 

	Harriet ignored her.

	 

	Her attention never left the cassette.

	 

	“I want that.”

	 

	Rebecca stepped backward. “No.”

	 

	“Rebecca.”

	 

	“No.”

	 

	Harriet’s patience vanished. “Give me the tape.”

	 

	Rebecca shook her head. “You’ve hidden enough.”

	 

	“I protected you.”

	 

	“Protected me?” Rebecca’s voice echoed through the basement. “You locked away my father.”

	 

	Harriet folded her arms. She took a slow breath. Finally, she pointed toward Fergeson. “Pack your belongings.”

	Rebecca blinked. “What?”

	“I said...” Harriet’s eyes never left Ferguson. “You’re dismissed.”

	The words struck Rebecca harder than she expected. “No.”

	Harriet finally turned toward her daughter. “He betrayed this family.”

	“No,” Rebecca replied, her voice breaking. “He helped me.”

	“He disobeyed me,” Harriet growled. 

	“He helped me remember my father.”

	Harriet shook her head.  “I will not argue this.”

	“You never argue!” Rebecca shouted. “You decide! You lock doors! You erase him! You’re controlling me! You’ve never let me in here since he died. Why? I kept asking for twenty-one years, why, Mother?”

	Her voice echoed through the basement until only silence remained.

	Victor finally stepped forward. His polished shoes clicked softly against the stone floor. He surveyed the room with unsettling calm. His gaze settled on the leather cuff.

	“So...” His voice was smooth. “James is still trying to interfere.”

	Rebecca instinctively curled her fingers around the cuff.

	Victor noticed. A faint smile crossed his lips. “Interesting.”

	Ferguson spoke quietly. “Mr. James loved his daughter.”

	Victor looked at him without expression. “I wasn’t speaking to you.”

	“No.” Ferguson met his eyes. “But you know what, I wasn’t speaking to you either.”

	Even Bill shifted uncomfortably. Victor slowly approached Ferguson until only a few feet separated them.

	“You’ve served this family faithfully for decades,” Victor began.

	“I have.”

	“And today.” Victor paused. “You’ve chosen the wrong side.”

	Ferguson smiled. “I chose Mr. James’s side twenty-one years ago.”

	Victor’s smile disappeared. He turned toward Harriet.

	“Take Rebecca upstairs.”

	Harriet didn’t move.

	“Now!”

	Rebecca watched something she’d never seen before. Her mother hesitated. Not because she disagreed. Because she was afraid. Harriet walked toward her daughter with trembling hands.

	“Come with me.”

	The anger was gone. Only urgency remained. Rebecca allowed herself to be led from the room. As she reached the doorway, she looked back. Ferguson gave her the slightest nod. A silent promise. Keep searching.

	Harriet hurried Rebecca through the halls without speaking. Past portraits of long-dead Deveroix ancestors, the grand staircase, the study. Not once did she look behind them. When they reached Rebecca’s bedroom, Harriet quietly closed the door. Then she locked it.

	Rebecca stared at her. “Mother...”

	Harriet grabbed both of her shoulders. Her hands shook. “Listen to me.”

	Rebecca had never seen fear in her mother’s eyes before. Not disappointment. Not anger. Fear.

	“What happened downstairs...” Harriet swallowed hard. “Never happened.”

	Rebecca frowned. “What are you talking about?”

	“It stays in this family.”

	She glanced toward the bedroom door. “Just me and you. Do you understand?”

	Rebecca whispered, “Why?”

	Harriet looked toward the hallway again. Because downstairs... Victor’s voice echoed through the mansion.

	“Harriet.”

	She flinched. Rebecca felt her stomach tighten. Her mother leaned close enough that only Rebecca could hear.

	“You have no idea what he’s capable of.”

	Then she unlocked the door and stepped into the hallway. Rebecca remained standing in stunned silence. For once, she wasn’t afraid of Harriet. She was afraid for her.

	 

	


Chapter 21

	Harriet quietly closed the bedroom door behind her. For several moments, neither woman spoke. Rebecca stood near the window, her back to the room, staring into the darkness beyond the estate grounds. The distant trees swayed gently beneath the evening breeze, but she hardly noticed them.

	Her thoughts remained downstairs. With the music room, her father. And the cassette she still held tightly against her chest. Behind her, Harriet finally broke the silence.

	“The wedding has been moved,” Harriet said. “The date Bill picked of August first is now official!”

	Rebecca didn’t turn around. “I figured.”

	Silence settled over the room once more. Rebecca’s eyes drifted toward the cassette in her hand. It became a lifeline. It was the only thing that mattered at the moment. Never being able to hear the Red Wolves songs or see their videos or read the lyrics or talk to the remaining members, she had to ask again. She stared at it for a long moment before speaking again.

	“Did you love him?”

	Harriet stiffened. The question seemed to catch the air in her lungs. A long silence followed. Finally, she answered quietly.

	“That’s irrelevant.”

	Rebecca slowly turned to face her. “No.” Her voice remained calm. “It’s the only thing that’s relevant.”

	Neither woman spoke. Harriet’s eyes wandered across the room. For just a heartbeat... The woman Rebecca had known her entire life disappeared. Standing before her wasn’t the cold matriarch of the Deveroix estate. She saw a young woman. The woman who had once fallen in love with a musician who dreamed bigger than Boston society ever allowed.

	Harriet’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “I… I loved him...” A tear slipped free before she could stop it. “More than you’ll ever know.”

	Rebecca felt something inside her soften. Not forgiveness. Understanding. Just enough to ask the question that had haunted her for years.

	“Then why?” Rebecca asked the question she’s been asking for over twenty-one years.

	Harriet lowered her eyes. Rebecca took one slow step towards her.

	“Why did you erase my father?”

	The room fell silent. When Harriet finally spoke, her voice sounded weary.

	“Because I didn’t know how to survive after losing him.”

	Rebecca frowned.

	Harriet continued, her gaze fixed on the floor. “After James died, Victor took control.” She swallowed hard. “He told me the Deveroix name came first. The estate came first.” Her voice cracked. “And James.” She closed her eyes. “James always came last.”

	Rebecca felt her heart sink. “So.” She searched her mother’s face. “You buried him.”

	Harriet nodded. The movement was almost imperceptible.

	“Piece by piece. The records. The photographs. The music room. The piano. The stories. I convinced myself that if I packed away enough memories. The pain would disappear. It never did.”

	Silence filled the bedroom. Rebecca looked down at the cassette in her hands.

	Firecracker. My Daughter. Original Recording. Then she looked back at her mother. Tears welled in her eyes.

	“And now.” Her voice barely carried across the room. “You’re burying me.”

	Harriet’s shoulders sagged. She had no answer. The silence lingered until she finally spoke again.

	“Rebecca.” Her voice trembled. “I’m not trying to bury you.”

	Rebecca looked up. “Victor is.”

	She frowned.

	Harriet slowly lowered herself into the chair beside the window, suddenly looking years older than she had only moments before.

	“He forced the control.”

	Rebecca’s heart skipped.

	“He told me it was the only way to protect you.” Harriet let out a bitter laugh. “I believed him.” She closed her eyes. “I believed far too many things.”

	Rebecca stepped closer. “Mother...”

	Harriet looked toward James’s piano. “I didn’t hide your father because I stopped loving him.” A tear escaped down her cheek. “I hid him because remembering him hurt too much.” She drew a shaky breath. “And because Victor made certain that every memory became another reason to obey.”

	Rebecca stared at her. “What do you mean?”

	Harriet hesitated. For a moment it seemed she might change her mind. Instead, she whispered the words that had haunted her for years.

	“I... I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with him.”

	Rebecca blinked. “What?”

	Harriet laughed softly through her tears. “It was never supposed to happen. I was supposed to meet James. I was supposed to marry him. I was supposed to strengthen two families.” She shook her head. “But no one ever expected me to love him.”

	Rebecca could hardly breathe. “You mean.”

	Harriet nodded. “The meeting wasn’t an accident.” The room fell silent. “My father arranged it.”

	Rebecca stared at her in disbelief. 

	“He believed James would become exactly what every Deveroix man before him had become. A businessman. A steward of the estate. Another portrait hanging on these halls.”

	Harriet looked toward the photographs lining the walls outside Rebecca’s bedroom.

	“But James wasn’t like them. He loved music. He loved people. And then.” A faint smile crossed Harriet’s face. “He loved me.”

	Rebecca watched the smile disappear almost as quickly as it had come.

	“Everything changed after that.” Harriet folded her hands tightly in her lap. “Your father refused to let anyone decide your future. He told Victor that if he ever had a daughter.” Another tear slipped free. “She would choose her own life. He always said that the Deveroix estate is never for sale.”

	Rebecca swallowed hard. “And Victor?”

	Harriet’s expression darkened. “He never forgave him.”

	Silence settled over the room once again. Rebecca looked down at the cassette still resting in her hands.

	Firecracker. My Daughter. Original Recording. Everything suddenly felt connected. The music. The hidden room. The clues. Her father hadn’t been hiding from her. He had been reaching for her. She slowly looked back at Harriet.

	“So, that’s why I couldn’t see Grandpa Don.”

	Harriet nodded.

	“Or Grandma Louise.”

	Another nod.

	“Or Uncle Eric.”

	She couldn’t finish the sentence.

	Harriet quietly answered for her. “Victor believed that if the Red Wolves stayed in your life. James would never truly be gone. He needed him to be to finally get this estate. James would never sell. And for you to be under my guardianship, that would allow the sale.”

	Rebecca’s jaw tightened. “So, he erased him.”

	Harriet nodded once. “Piece by piece.”

	Rebecca’s fingers tightened around the cassette. “No.”

	Harriet looked up.

	Rebecca’s voice grew steadier. “He failed.” She gently held up the cassette between them. “This.” She smiled through tears. “Is how Dad fights back.”

	Harriet stared at the handwriting on the label. She saw not only James. She saw him living on in Rebecca.

	Outside the bedroom. A floorboard creaked. Both women froze. Victor was still somewhere in the house. Harriet immediately stood. Her composure returned as quickly as it had disappeared. She wiped away her tears.

	“Rebecca.” Her voice became urgent once more. “You cannot let Victor know we had this conversation.”

	Rebecca nodded slowly.

	“If he finds out.” Harriet’s face turned pale. “He won’t forgive either of us.”

	“And what about the news cast? The drugs and alcohol?” Rebecca asked.

	“I already took care of that. It’s all false.”

	“But you told me dad loved wine, women, and song.”

	“Rebecca, I’m sorry. I had to say that, but the news report was wrong, you saw when you were in the unit. I’m sorry for that but I felt I was losing you.”

	“I’m confused.”

	“I know. Trust me, it will all make sense soon.”

	She reached for the doorknob, then paused. Without turning around, she whispered one final sentence for this moment in time.

	“Your father always believed music could outlive fear.” She looked back at Rebecca. “I pray he was right.”

	Then she quietly left the room.

	****

	Emily’s Home

	Emily returned home to her husband Luke. She had the biggest smile. The wedding was now official and moved to August first. She told him everything that happened.

	Emily returned home that evening with the biggest smile Luke had seen all week.

	“The wedding is official.”

	Luke looked up. “Already?”

	“August first.” She dropped her purse onto the chair and began telling him everything. The announcement.

	Harriet.

	Bill.

	The strange urgency surrounding the wedding.

	Luke listened quietly. “What about that source who contacted you earlier?” he finally asked. “Anything from him?”

	Emily nodded. “I think that’s what he was trying to tell me.” She opened her notebook. “But there’s something else.”

	Luke’s expression changed. “What?”

	“Rebecca. Anthony De Vries.”

	“Harbor Lights?”

	“Yeah. I know he saw her when she was at Cedar Ward.”

	Luke frowned. “Can you write about that?”

	“No.” Emily shook her head. “Not without putting Rebecca in an even worse position.” She turned another page. “But the wedding being moved up...” She tapped the date. “That bothers me.”

	Luke studied her. “So, what happens now?”

	Emily smiled. “Now?” She closed the notebook. “We wait.”

	Luke relaxed slightly.

	Then Emily’s expression changed. “Although...”

	He sighed. “There’s always an ‘although.’”

	She flipped back through her notes. “Do you remember that news report last week? The one about James Deveroix?”

	“Vaguely.”

	“They suggested he might have been using drugs. Heavy alcohol use. Something along those lines.”

	Luke frowned. “And?”

	“Now, it’s gone.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Nobody’s talking about it. The story disappeared.” Emily looked at him. “I want to know why.”

	Luke stared at her. “Em, leave it alone.”

	She smiled. “Luke, babe...” She reached across the table and took his hand. “This is my life.” Her eyes lit up. “This could be my Pulitzer.”

	Luke shook his head. “You promise me you’ll be careful?”

	Emily squeezed his hand. “I promise.”

	He wasn’t convinced. Neither was she. But Emily had already opened her notebook again. At the top of a fresh page, she wrote:

	James Deveroix – Why did the story disappear?

	She underlined it once. Then twice.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 22

	July 20, 2026

	Rebecca hadn’t slept. She lay awake long after dawn, staring at the ornate ceiling of her bedroom as Harriet’s words replayed over and over in her mind.

	“Victor wanted the Deveroix estate. I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with James... The wedding has been moved up.”

	Nothing about her life felt real anymore. For twenty-five years she’d believed her mother had married James Deveroix for his fortune. Now she knew Harriet had loved him. Somewhere along the way, love had become fear. Rebecca rolled onto her side and looked toward the nightstand.

	The cassette labeled Firecracker rested exactly where she’d left it. She reached over and gently picked it up, running her thumb across James’s handwriting.

	“Dad...” she whispered. “Who were you?”

	A knock echoed through the room.

	“Miss Rebecca?” one of the housekeepers called through the door. “Mrs. Hawthorne asked me to let you know breakfast is ready. The wedding planners have arrived.”

	Rebecca closed her eyes. Wedding planners. Of course. She carefully placed the cassette back on the nightstand before forcing herself out of bed.

	 

	The mansion buzzed with excitement. Florists carried boxes through the grand foyer. Designers rolled garment racks into the ballroom. Wedding planners spread color samples and seating charts across the dining room table.

	Bill stood in the center of it all with an enormous grin on his face. “This is going to be incredible,” he said, admiring a large sketch of the reception. “The ballroom should hold four hundred comfortably. I spoke with the Bruins organization yesterday. Several players have already said they’ll attend.”

	Harriet smiled politely. “I’m sure Rebecca will be thrilled.”

	Rebecca stepped into the room wearing a simple navy dress. Every conversation stopped for a moment. Bill’s face lit up.

	“There she is!” He crossed the room and kissed her cheek. “Morning, beautiful. Wait until you see what they’ve planned.” He eagerly spread blueprints across the table. “The ceremony will be in the gardens. Reception here. Orchestra over there. We even have fireworks scheduled over the harbor.”

	Rebecca looked down at the drawings without really seeing them. “They’re... nice.”

	Bill laughed. “Nice? They’re spectacular.”

	One of the planners smiled warmly.

	“Miss Deveroix, we’d love your opinion on floral arrangements.”

	Rebecca stared at dozens of photographs. White roses. Ivory peonies. Hydrangeas. None of it mattered.

	“I’m sure whatever you choose will be beautiful.”

	Bill frowned ever so slightly. “You don’t sound excited.”

	“I’m just tired.”

	Harriet glanced toward her daughter, recognizing the lie immediately.

	Victor, stood near one of the windows with his polished wooden cane, watched Rebecca carefully.

	She wasn’t looking at wedding plans or Bill. She looked... somewhere else entirely.

	Victor shook his ever so slightly as not to draw attention. But her constant lack of enthusiasm was growing weary. 

	 

	Less than an hour later Rebecca quietly slipped away. She wandered the familiar hallway toward the basement that led to James’s music room.

	The door stood slightly open. She stepped inside. Silence greeted her. Sunlight filtered through the rectangular, block windows, they illumined the floating dust particles that drifted lazily through the air.

	The piano waited exactly where James had left it. His guitars lined the wall. Gold records reflected the morning light. 

	Rebecca slowly walked to the mantel.

	The framed photographs smiled back at her. James and Harriet on their wedding day. James standing arm in arm with the Red Wolves. Him holding a tiny Rebecca in the hospital.

	She touched the edge of the frame. “I wish I remembered you.”

	A soft knock interrupted the silence. Rebecca turned. One of the housekeepers stood nervously in the doorway.

	“I’m sorry to bother you, Miss Deveroix.”

	“What is it?”

	“A package just arrived.”

	Rebecca frowned.

	“For me?”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	The woman handed her a small brown parcel tied neatly with twine. There was no company logo. No postage. No return address. Only one line written across the front in familiar black ink.

	Miss Rebecca Deveroix

	Rebecca’s breath caught. She knew that handwriting. She had just seen it. On the Firecracker cassette. Behind her, another voice echoed through the hallway.

	“A package?” Victor. He stepped into view, leaning lightly on his cane. “Who sent it?”

	Rebecca shook her head. “I don’t know.”

	Victor extended his hand. “May I?”

	Rebecca instinctively pulled the package closer.

	“I’ll open it.”

	His expression hardened almost imperceptibly. “As you wish.”

	For several long seconds neither of them moved.

	Finally, Victor nodded once. “We’ve wasted enough of the morning. The planners need you upstairs.”

	Rebecca met his eyes. “I’ll be up in a little while.”

	Victor’s gaze lingered on the parcel before he turned away. As he disappeared up the stairs, Rebecca could hear him speaking quietly to Harriet because she followed, just to see if she would tell on her.

	“She’s spending entirely too much time in that room.”

	Harriet answered softly. “She just lost her father all over again.”

	Victor’s reply was cold. “She has a wedding to prepare for. You need to stop this or I will!”

	Rebecca waited until the footsteps faded.

	Then she went back to the room and locked the music room door. She carefully untied the twine.

	Inside rested a small black MiniDV cassette. A folded note slipped into her hand. Her heart pounded as she unfolded it. The handwriting was unmistakable.

	Firecracker... If this ever finds you... It means someone kept a promise.

	Rebecca covered her mouth. “Dad...”

	Rebecca stood motionless, the folded note trembling between her fingers.

	Firecracker...

	If this ever finds you...

	It means someone kept a promise.

	She read the words again.

	And again.

	The handwriting was unmistakable.

	Her father’s.

	A tear slipped down her cheek before she realized she was crying.

	“Dad...”

	The music room felt different now. It wasn’t simply a room filled with instruments and memories anymore. It had become a bridge. Somehow... Twenty years had disappeared. Someone had kept James Deveroix’s promise.

	Rebecca gently lifted the MiniDV cassette from the box and turned it over in her hands. A small white label had been carefully attached to the front.

	For Firecracker. Her heart ached. She looked around the room, unsure what to do next.

	“I don’t even have anything that plays this...”

	Her eyes drifted toward the old mahogany media cabinet beneath the television. She frowned. She hadn’t opened every drawer yesterday. Setting the tape carefully on the piano, she crossed the room and knelt beside the cabinet.

	The top drawer held neatly organized photo albums. The second contained handwritten sheet music and concert programs. The third... She hesitated before pulling it open.

	Inside rested a compact MiniDV camcorder. Beside it lay every cable she could possibly need. Each one had been bundled neatly with small handwritten labels. TV. Power. Playback.

	Rebecca laughed softly through her tears.

	“You really did think of everything.”

	At the very bottom of the drawer rested another note. In James’s familiar handwriting.

	If technology hasn’t completely confused your old man... this should still work.

	She laughed again. It sounded strange in the quiet room. She smiled.

	“You’re impossible.”

	Carefully she connected the camcorder to the television exactly as James had labeled it. The tiny screen flickered to life. Static rolled across the television. Blue. Black.

	Then...

	A picture appeared. Rebecca slowly sat on the piano bench, clutching the note in one hand as the image steadied. A younger James leaned into the camera. Only half his face filled the screen.

	“Can you see me?” He disappeared.

	The picture tilted toward the ceiling. A muffled laugh echoed somewhere off camera.

	“No... that’s worse.”

	The camera wobbled again. Finally, James settled into view, wearing a faded Red Wolves T-shirt and jeans, an acoustic guitar resting against the chair beside him. He looked directly into the lens. A grin spread across his face.

	“There we go.” He leaned forward just a little. “Hey, Firecracker.”

	Rebecca stopped breathing. No one... No one had called her that since she was little.

	James chuckled. “If you’re watching this... well...”

	He rubbed the back of his neck. “Either technology got a whole lot better...” He laughed. “Or your old man finally figured out how these cameras work.”

	Rebecca laughed through fresh tears. 

	James smiled at the camera. “I figured I’d leave you a few little videos over the years. You never know when life gets busy. Tours... rehearsals... your dad’s always running somewhere.” He shrugged. “So, if you happen to find this one someday...”

	His smile softened. “I just want you to know something.” He looked directly into the camera. “Keep dreaming. No matter what anybody tells you... Don’t ever stop believing in yourself.”

	He pointed toward the lens. “Life’s gonna knock you down once in a while. When it does... Stand back up. Stay strong. Don’t let anybody tell you who you’re supposed to be.”

	Rebecca lowered her head. Harriet’s confession echoed in her mind. Victor’s control. The wedding. Every lie.

	James continued. “I’ve always believed you were destined for something special.” A quiet silence settled over the room. “And no matter where life takes us... I’ll always love you, baby girl.” His hand rested over his heart. “My daughter.”

	Rebecca broke. She covered her mouth as tears streamed down her face.

	“I love you too...”

	James looked away for just a second. Almost as though he were remembering something. He turned back.

	“There’s something I’ve wanted to tell you...” He opened his mouth. Stopped. Smiled. He gave the smallest shake of his head. “Not yet.”

	Rebecca whispered, “Dad...”

	James leaned closer to the camera. “When you’re ready...”

	He smiled again. “Someone else has to tell you that story.” He sat back. The familiar grin returned. “Until then...” He pointed toward the camera one last time. “Keep making your old man proud.” His hand reached toward the lens.

	The picture froze. Static returned. The screen faded to black.

	Rebecca didn’t move. The room was silent once again. Only now... It no longer felt empty. It felt like James had just left.

	She placed her hand on the screen. Tears fell down her face and she didn’t wipe them. Her heart shattered again.

	“Dad, no, Dad, no!” She cried. “Come back, I never got to know you!”

	 

	


Chapter 23

	Rebecca sat motionless for what felt like hours. The television screen had long since gone dark. Only her own reflection stared back at her. She reached for the remote and pressed rewind. The tape hummed softly before beginning again.

	James appeared. “Hey, Firecracker.”

	Rebecca smiled through her tears. “I know,” she whispered. “You finally figured out the camera.” 

	She couldn’t watch it again. Not yet. If she did, she’d never leave that room. She carefully removed the MiniDV cassette from the camcorder, placed it back inside its protective case, and rested it beside the handwritten note.

	“If this ever finds you... it means someone kept a promise.”

	Someone.

	Who? Her eyes slowly wandered around the room. She wasn’t seeing trophies or gold records. She was looking for answers.

	The mahogany cabinet beneath the television still had one drawer she hadn’t opened. Rebecca knelt once more and gently pulled it open. Inside lay a worn brown leather address book. Its corners were rounded from years of use. The leather band holding it closed had become stretched with age. She carefully lifted it into her lap. 

	Rebecca smiled sadly. “You kept everything...”

	She opened the cover. Inside the first page were two words. James Deveroix.  The first page made her heart ache. In James’s unmistakable handwriting...

	If you’re reading this, Firecracker... congratulations. You finally got nosy enough to start opening my drawers.

	Rebecca laughed out loud. “You knew me that well?”

	Another line waited beneath it.

	Good. Curiosity means you’re asking questions. Never stop asking questions.

	She turned the page.

	Large letters filled the top.

	RED WOLVES

	Her breath caught.

	The first name. Eric Rose. Home. Studio. Mobile. Three different numbers.

	Underneath... Paul Michaels Then... Charlie Bennett And finally... Vito Valentinini

	Rebecca slowly traced each name with her fingertips. Memories stirred somewhere deep inside her mind. A man lifting her onto his shoulders backstage. Someone laughing while tuning a guitar. Another pretending his bass was taller than she was. Warm hands clapping along to music. They weren’t clear memories. Just flashes. Little pieces of childhood she’d forgotten she still carried.

	“They were really here...”

	She turned another page. Across the top James had written...

	Family

	Rebecca’s chest tightened.

	Don Deveroix

	Louise Deveroix

	Her grandparents. She stared at the names for a long time. Twenty-five years. Twenty-five years without knowing them. And no hugs, or birthday cards, birthdays, gifts, anything. There was never a graduation as Rebecca was homeschooled by the best tutors in the world. 

	She slowly turned the next page. Halfway down... Her eyes froze.

	Jane Michaels.

	Rebecca blinked. “No...”

	She leaned closer. The handwriting didn’t change. It wasn’t a coincidence. Jane Michaels. The woman she’d met months ago in the psychiatric unit. The one who had sat beside her during group therapy. And who always seemed to know exactly what to say.

	Rebecca’s mind raced. “Jane,” she whispered the name again. “What are you doing in Dad’s address book?”

	She remembered Jane talking about her brother. Paul. Rebecca’s eyes widened. Her gaze shot back several pages.

	Paul Michaels.

	She sat back. “Paul...”

	The name had sounded familiar when Jane mentioned him. She’d never understood why.

	Now, a puzzle piece slid quietly into place. Jane hadn’t just known her. Jane had known James.

	Rebecca’s pulse quickened.

	How much had Jane known? How much had she never said? Had she recognized the name Deveroix the day they met? Or had she, like Rebecca, never made the connection? She carefully closed the address book and hugged it against her chest.

	“So many people... So many lives... And I don’t know any of them.”

	The silence settled over the room again. Rebecca looked toward James’s piano. Then toward the old media cabinet. Something caught her eye. Behind the cabinet, tucked neatly into the corner where no one would notice it unless they knelt down. A small wooden panel didn’t quite sit flush with the wall.

	She frowned. “What else did you hide down here, Dad?” She slowly reached toward it... “And why? Was it cause of Victor? What is truly Victor Hawthorne’s endgame? Is it really to take over the estate?”

	The music room settled back into silence. Rebecca stared at the small wooden panel hidden behind the cabinet. Her fingertips rested lightly against its edge. She frowned. The question lingered unanswered. Her gaze drifted across the room. Everything James had loved had somehow survived untouched. Everything except him.

	Rebecca swallowed hard. “What is Victor Hawthorne’s endgame?” One more time, asking the question that suddenly haunted her. She shook her head. “No... It can’t just be the estate.”

	She looked back toward the hidden compartment. “What aren’t I seeing?”

	A soft knock interrupted her thoughts. She didn’t answer. The door slowly opened anyway. Bill stepped quietly into the room. He paused just inside the doorway, his eyes wandered over the familiar space before settling on Rebecca, still kneeling beside the cabinet.

	“There you are.”

	Rebecca sighed but didn’t look up.

	“I’ve been looking for you. We’ve all been looking for you.”

	She gave a faint, humorless smile. “I’m sure you have.”

	Bill walked farther into the room, stopping beside James’s piano.

	For a moment, he simply looked around. It was impossible not to feel James’s presence here.

	“You’ve been spending a lot of time down here.”

	Rebecca finally looked at him. “I’d rather be here.”

	Bill nodded slowly. “I know.”

	Silence settled between them.

	“You know.” Bill began carefully. “When we were on the yacht.”

	Rebecca’s expression hardened.

	“When you disappeared to talk with the bartender.”

	“I remember.”

	Bill lowered his eyes. “Victor noticed.”

	Rebecca wasn’t surprised.

	“So did your mother.”

	Still no reaction.

	“And.” He hesitated. “So did I.”

	Rebecca looked away. “I figured.”

	Bill stepped closer. “Rebecca. This.” He gestured gently around the room. “Isn’t helping.”

	Her eyebrows lifted. “No?”

	“Every hour you spend down here... You’re pulling farther away from your future.”

	Rebecca let out a quiet laugh. “My future?”

	Bill nodded. “Your destiny.”

	She slowly stood. The distance between them suddenly felt much smaller. “My destiny?”

	“You’ll inherit the company. We’ll build a family. We’ll protect your father’s legacy.”

	Rebecca searched his face. “You really believe that?”

	“I do. Rebecca, I love you!”

	She looked down. Without thinking, her fingers brushed against the fading mark on her forearm. Barely visible now. But she knew exactly where it was.

	Bill followed her movement. His expression changed instantly. Regret. Rebecca traced the spot with her thumb.

	“You remember.” Bill’s voice was almost a whisper. “I...”

	“You drew blood.”

	The room became painfully still.

	Bill closed his eyes. “I know.”

	“You apologized.”

	“I did.”

	“But every time I look at my arm.” She swallowed. “I remember how hard you grabbed me.”

	Bill took a step forward. “Rebecca.”

	She raised a hand. Not in anger. Simply asking him not to come any closer. “You keep telling me you love me.”

	“I do.”

	“You keep telling me this is my destiny.”

	“It is.”

	“You keep telling me everything you’re doing is for us.”

	“It is.”

	A tear escaped down her cheek. “But I don’t love you.”

	The words hung heavily between them. Bill looked as though someone had taken the air from his lungs.

	Rebecca’s voice trembled. “They’re forcing me.” She searched his eyes desperately. “Bill... Can’t you see that?”

	He opened his mouth. Nothing came out. For several long seconds, neither of them spoke. Finally, Bill looked away.

	“I...” His shoulders sank. “I just want you to be safe.”

	Rebecca frowned. “Safe from who?”

	Bill hesitated. His silence answered more than words ever could.

	Rebecca’s heartbeat quickened. “You know something.”

	“No.”

	“You do.”

	“It’s complicated.”

	“No.” She stepped toward him. “You’re afraid.”

	Bill looked at her. Rebecca saw uncertainty. Not confidence. Not control. Fear. Real fear. Before either of them could speak again, a cold voice echoed from upstairs.

	“Bill.”

	Victor. One word. Nothing more. Bill immediately straightened. His entire posture changed. Rebecca watched it happen. The hesitation vanished. The uncertainty disappeared. He looked back toward the doorway like a soldier responding to an order.

	“I have to go.”

	Rebecca stared at him. “You don’t have to.”

	Bill’s eyes filled with conflict. “I’ll try to help. When today is over... If you still want answers about your father... I’ll help you.”

	Rebecca searched his face. She wanted to believe him. She truly did. But before she could answer...

	Victor spoke again. “Bill.”

	Sharper this time.

	Bill lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry.” He quietly turned and walked out of the room. The door closed behind him.

	Rebecca stood alone once more.

	Only now... She wasn’t thinking about Bill. She was thinking about the way one man’s voice had emptied every ounce of courage from another. She turned back toward the hidden panel. Her father’s secrets were still waiting.

	And somehow...

	She knew Victor Hawthorne feared them far more than he feared her.

	 

	


Chapter 24

	The brass key slid into the lock. Rebecca held her breath as she turned it slowly. For a split second, the mechanism resisted.

	Then...

	Click.

	Her heart raced.

	She wrapped her fingers around the cabinet handle. Before she could pull it open... Footsteps thundered across the hardwood floor above. A moment later, they hurried down the grand staircase.

	Bill.

	Rebecca instinctively stepped away from the cabinet, the key disappearing into the palm of her hand.

	Bill appeared in the doorway, slightly out of breath. “Rebecca.” His eyes darted toward the cabinet before returning to her. “They’re waiting.”

	Rebecca remained silent.

	“I know today has been difficult,” he said gently, trying to catch his breath. “But everyone is upstairs.”

	She didn’t move.

	Bill sighed. “Please.”

	Before she could answer, another pair of footsteps echoed through the hallway. Slower. Measured. Purposeful.

	Victor appeared in the doorway. The room seemed to grow colder. His sharp gray eyes immediately swept across the music room before settling on Rebecca.

	Then... The cabinet. Then... Her closed hand.

	Rebecca resisted the urge to tighten her grip around the hidden key.

	Victor’s expression never changed. “When I said Bill...” His voice was calm. “That meant you too, young lady.”

	Rebecca slowly lifted her chin. “I don’t answer to you.”

	The words hung in the air. 

	Bill’s eyes widened. “Rebecca...”

	Victor remained perfectly still. For a long moment, he simply looked at her. Then... He took one slow step into the room. Rebecca instinctively took one back. Victor stopped. Without saying a word, he slowly lifted one hand. Rebecca flinched. The movement was small. Barely noticeable. But it betrayed something she hadn’t intended to reveal. Fear.

	Victor lowered his hand again. “I will not say it a second time.”

	Silence. Rebecca’s fingers tightened around the brass key hidden inside her fist. She could almost feel James urging her to stay. To keep searching. To keep asking questions. But not today. Not yet.

	Slowly... She slipped the key into the pocket of her dress, concealing it beneath the fabric.

	“I’ll be right there,” she said quietly.

	Victor gave a single nod. “Good.”

	Without another word, he turned and walked out of the room. Bill lingered behind for a moment. He looked toward the cabinet. Then back to Rebecca. His eyes silently pleaded with her to let it go.  Instead, Rebecca met his gaze with quiet determination.

	This wasn’t over. Not even close. She gently rested one hand against the cabinet door.

	I’ll be back, she promised silently.

	Then she followed them upstairs.

	Rebecca forced herself to release the cabinet handle. One step. Then another. Each footstep toward the end of the room felt heavier than the last.

	By the time she reached the staircase, Victor was already halfway up, his polished shoes clicked rhythmically against the marble steps. Bill followed several feet behind, his shoulders tense, his eyes fixed on the floor.

	Neither man spoke.

	Rebecca climbed after them.

	The grand foyer, magnificent only moments before, suddenly felt like a prison. All the family portraits, the crystal chandelier, and marble columns seemed to swallow her. They weren’t symbols of wealth anymore. They were reminders that every corner of this house belonged to someone else’s expectations.

	As she reached the second floor, the sound of cheerful voices drifted from the drawing room. Wedding planners. Florists. Designers. Someone laughed. Another voice enthusiastically discussed centerpieces.

	Rebecca’s stomach turned.

	Harriet stood near the fireplace, speaking with effortless elegance as a decorator displayed fabric samples across a long mahogany table.

	The moment Harriet noticed Rebecca, relief flickered across her face. “There you are. We were beginning to worry.”

	Rebecca offered only the smallest nod.

	One of the planners beamed. “Miss Deveroix! We’ve narrowed the ballroom décor down to three beautiful themes.” She spread several photographs across the table. “We’d love your opinion.”

	Rebecca stared at them. White roses. Crystal chandeliers. Gold accents. Everything looked expensive. Everything looked empty.

	“They’re beautiful,” she answered quietly.

	“But?” the planner asked with a hopeful smile.

	Rebecca looked around the room. Bill stood silently near one of the windows. Victor remained beside Harriet, watching every movement without appearing to.

	Rebecca finally spoke. “Please, don’t. It’s not you, it’s just –”

	Harriet’s smile faltered for the briefest moment before returning. “Rebecca has had an emotional morning.”

	One of the decorators quickly gathered the samples. “Of course. We completely understand.”

	The planner offered an encouraging smile. “But Miss Deveroix...”

	Rebecca looked up.

	“I believe women all over the world dream about this day.”

	Rebecca laughed softly.

	“They imagine it as little girls. They plan it... They rehearse it...” She placed a hand over her heart. “I know I certainly have.” She smiled warmly. “It’s the most...”

	Rebecca slowly turned toward her. The room grew quiet. “Do not finish that sentence.”

	The planner blinked. “I’m sorry?”

	“I said...” Rebecca’s voice remained calm. “Do not finish that sentence.”

	The planner glanced nervously toward Harriet. “But Miss Deveroix...”

	Rebecca shook her head. “No.” The room fell silent. “Just...” She closed her eyes for a moment. “Stop.”

	No one moved. No one breathed. Rebecca looked at the elegant invitations. The flowers. The crystal samples. Everything that everyone else called beautiful. Then she slowly turned toward Victor.

	Bill slowly crossed the room. “Rebecca...”

	He gently rested a hand on her shoulder. Rebecca flinched. It was slight. Almost imperceptible. But one of the wedding planners noticed. She lowered her eyes, pretending she hadn’t.

	Bill immediately withdrew his hand. “I’m sorry.”

	Rebecca took a slow breath. “It’s okay.”

	Her voice was barely above a whisper.

	Bill searched her face. “Please...” His voice cracked. “Let this just be stress.”

	Rebecca looked at him. She tried to smile. It never quite reached her eyes.

	Bill opened his arms slightly. “Come here.”

	For a moment... Rebecca considered it. Not because she wanted the embrace... But because she remembered the boy she’d met years ago before all of this had become an arrangement. She stepped forward.

	Bill wrapped his arms around her gently, careful not to hold her too tightly. He wasn’t trying to possess her. He was trying to comfort her. Rebecca stood perfectly still. After a few seconds, Bill let go.

	He looked toward Victor. “We need to talk.”

	Victor remained silent.

	Bill shook his head. “She needs time.” He gestured toward Rebecca. “Her father’s gone. The wedding. She’s been cut off from everything she’s ever known.” He met Victor’s eyes. “Please. Let me talk to her.”

	A long silence followed. Victor studied Rebecca. Then Bill.

	Finally...

	He gave a single nod. “Very well.”

	Harriet looked relieved. “The planners can finish for today.”

	One by one, they quietly gathered their books, fabric samples, and invitations before slipping out of the room.

	Soon...

	Only the four of them remained.

	 

	
Chapter 25

	The next day, light shone in the bright white room. A middle-aged man woke from a dream. The sweat poured down his brow. He checked the room. His breathing was fast. He shook his head and wiped his face with his hands. Another man glanced over.

	“Hey, you okay?” the man asked.

	“A dream. I had a dream.”

	“Sounds like a nightmare. Want to talk about it?”

	“I don’t know, Sully. I need the doc. I need Doctor Ramsey.”

	Sully rose from his bed and walked to the door. He checked both ways and went down the hall to the nurse’s desk.

	Jamie Carter sat up right in his bed. The dream frightened him. He shivered. He felt cold, clammy. He tried to remember more. He kept seeing fragments of a little girl with pink headphones. A yacht. A piano. He did teach music here at the Haven. 

	The Haven had been home for the past twenty-one years. At least that is what the staff told him. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Sully returned with Doctor Ramsey who had an oval shaped head with a nice tan and small brown eyes with dark short curly hair. Jamie began to shake even more. Doctor Ramsey hurried over to him.

	“Mr. Carter? Jamie, can you hear me?”

	A nurse was with him. The nurse became a friend. Kimberly Davis. She took his vitals. He was dropping.

	“What happened?” Doctor Ramsey asked Sully.

	“He woke up normally, I thought. He began saying he had a dream. I said more like nightmare? Then I went to get you guys,” Sully replied.

	Doctor Ramsey checked Jamie’s eyesight. Kimberly told the doc his blood pressure was dropping. It was getting dangerously below one hundred.

	“Seizure possibly?” Kimberly suggested.

	“Possibly. Let’s get him to emergency, stat!”

	Jamie blinked and he shook his head. He drew in a breath and released it. He looked at them all and shook his head again.

	“No. I remember!” Jamie said.

	“Jamie, thank God. What do you remember?” Doctor Ramsey asked.

	“A little girl. With pink headphones. A stage, a piano. Red Wolves. Red Wolves were on the piano. I, I, what’s happening?” James managed to ask as he began to convulse.

	“Let’s get him moved, stat! Kim, help me!”

	Kim called for a code blue while Sully helplessly watched his friend about to be taken out and sent to the emergency room at the Haven. 

	“Kim, call his contact, Mr. Hawthorne, the man is coming around. He said call whenever this man begins to remember. Let’s move!”

	They moved Jamie from the room fast. Sully wondered about that name Doctor Ramsey mentioned. Jamie had never mentioned any family. Just that he taught music here. He wrote songs. Unknowing what else to do, he knew it was against policy, but he decided to check Jamie’s journal. 

	He looked through the pages and saw names. They were written like chicken scratch. Sully’s eyes widened. Eric, Vito, Paul, Firecracker. His eyes widened.

	“Whoa, buddy, who the hell are you?”

	He looked further. Hawthrone was written further on another page. There were lyrics, songs, fragments he’d been writing down as it came to him. There were even drawings of red wolves. Wolves on some lyric pages.

	Sully came to another page. Firecracker foundation. A number. It appeared as if Jamie was trying to remember a number. 

	“Eight hundred, forty-six, five, nine, eight, four, seven?”

	Sully grabbed his cell phone and began to dial the numbers.

	“You have reached Firecracker Foundation. Listen closely as our menu has changed.”

	He sighed. A nurse entered the room. Sully ended the call and put the journal back on Jamie’s nightstand.

	“Sully. What were you doing?”

	“Um, nothing, Dana.”

	“You know it’s against policy to go through others things here, right?”

	“I do, but Dana, something about this guy.”

	He grabbed Jamie’s notebook. He showed her what he discovered.

	“I know those names!” she said.

	 

	
****

	Across town.

	Later that evening.

	Claire, the wedding planner for the Deveroix estate, finally arrived home after another exhausting day of wedding planning. Her husband noticed she was unusually quiet.

	“Bad client?”

	Claire slowly sat down. “I’ve planned more than four hundred weddings.”

	Her husband smiled and offered her a cup of coffee. “So, what happened?”

	Claire stares into her cup. “I’ve never seen a bride look like she was attending someone else’s wedding.”

	Her husband stopped smiling.

	Claire continued.

	“She never argued. She never complained. She barely spoke.” She paused and leaned her head against him. “She looked... trapped.”

	Her husband asked. “So, what are you going to do?”

	Claire shook her head. “I don’t know.”

	Then... She noticed an envelope on the counter. It’s from Emily Fremont. Earlier that week Emily had left her business card.

	‘If you ever hear anything unusual regarding the Deveroix wedding... I’d appreciate a call.’

	Claire picked up the card. She stared at it. She didn’t call. Not yet. She slipped it into her pocket.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 26

	Victor sat alone in the study, overlooking the Boston skyline. A crystal glass with his favorite whiskey inside rested untouched beside a stack of merger reports. His phone vibrated.

	He glanced at the caller ID. Doctor Ramsey. Victor answered immediately.

	“Doctor.”

	“Mr. Hawthorne. I’m sorry to disturb you.”

	“You wouldn’t have called unless there was a reason.”

	There was a pause.

	“It’s Jamie Carter.”

	Victor’s expression remained unreadable. “What about him?”

	“He had an episode this morning.”

	Victor leaned back in his chair. “Go on.”

	“He. remembered.”

	Silence.

	Doctor Ramsey continued. “Only fragments. A little girl. A piano. Red Wolves. Then he began convulsing. We’re treating him now.”

	Victor slowly stood and walked toward the window. “Is he stable?”

	“Yes.”

	“Did he recognize his own name?”

	“No.”

	Victor closed his eyes for the briefest moment. “And my name?”

	“No, sir.”

	Another silence.

	Finally.

	“Keep me informed.”

	“Of course.”

	Victor stood beside the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Boston. His phone remained pressed to his ear.

	A pause.

	“Do you want me to change his medication?” Doctor Ramsey asked.

	“No. don’t alter it.” Another pause. Victor’s expression hardened. “If Jamie Carter remembers anything further.” He looked out over the skyline. “Notify me immediately.”

	The study door slowly opened. Harriet stepped inside carrying a folder of wedding plans. Victor never noticed. Doctor Ramsey’s voice continued through the speaker phone.

	“He mentioned a little girl with pink headphones. Red Wolves. and someone named Firecracker.”

	Victor shook his head. “So.” He spoke quietly. “James is remembering.”

	Silence.

	Then. The folder slipped from Harriet’s hands. Papers scattered across the polished hardwood floor. Victor spun around.

	His eyes widened. “Harriet.”

	She stared at him. Completely motionless. Her lips trembled. “What... What.” A tear escaped. “Did you just say?”

	Victor ended the call without another word. The room fell deathly silent. Harriet took one slow step towards him.

	Her voice barely rose above a whisper. “James?” Victor said nothing. Her breathing quickened. “My James?” She took a step. Then everything inside her shattered. “You bastard!”

	Victor instinctively stepped forward. “Harriet.”

	She shoved him backward. “Father. how could you?” Her voice cracked. “How could you?!” Tears streamed down her face. She pounded on his chest. She had strength behind her and he flinched and winced. “Why?” She pointed toward the phone. “He’s alive?”

	Victor remained silent.

	“Twenty-one years...” Harriet’s knees buckled. “Twenty-one years I buried my husband...” She looked up at him. Pure disbelief. Face red. Sweat dripped off her forehead. Her eyes became red. “And you’ve known all this time?” Her voice rose again. “You knew?”

	Victor glanced toward the open study door. “Harriet...”

	“Answer me, you mother…!” She cried.

	He stepped toward her. She backed away her entire body trembled. Her breaths were quick. Inside her chest it seemed as if her heart was about to explode. 

	“You let Rebecca grow up believing her father was dead!” Her breathing became frantic. “You let me believe he was dead! Then tell me I need to shape my daughter into this elegant woman, for what?”

	Victor stepped closer as she backed further away. She was almost at the door. She had to tell someone. Anyone that this man was wickedly evil. The man she loved, her father. She just couldn’t grasp reality.

	He gently but firmly took hold of her shoulders. She almost screamed. “Harriet.”

	She struggled against him. “No!”

	His voice sharpened. “Harriet!”

	She tried to cry out again.

	Victor quickly covered her mouth. “Quiet.”

	She glared at him through tears. His hand remained firmly over her mouth. She tried to speak, but the words died against his palm, escaping only as muffled sounds. Her chest rose and fell in quick, shallow breaths. Her hand trembled. A tear slipped down her cheek, but she didn't wipe it away.

	And now she finally saw him. Not as her father. Not as the man who had built an empire. But as the man who had stolen her husband. The realization hollowed her from the inside out. She thought she might be sick.

	She tried to pry his hand away, but his grip never loosened. Her lips moved beneath his palm, forming words that never escaped. Before they both realized it, Harriet finally sagged and gave in. 

	He lowered his hand only after she stopped fighting. For several long moments... Neither of them spoke. Finally...

	Harriet whispered, “Why?”

	Victor slowly released her. He straightened his jacket. Walked to the window. And quietly answered...

	“Because James would never sell.”

	Harriet stared.

	“I offered him everything. He refused. So, I removed him from the board.” Silence. “I couldn’t allow one stubborn man to destroy everything I’d spent a lifetime building.”

	Harriet shook her head. “You destroyed our family.”

	Victor never looked at her. “No. I preserved its future.” Victor quietly said. “Do you remember the night Rebecca was born?”

	Harriet nodded through tears.

	Victor continued. “James stopped thinking like a businessman that night.” A pause. “He started thinking like a father.”

	Harriet whispered, “Because he loved her.”

	Victor replied, “Exactly. Love made him predictable.” Victor finally turned. For the first time in decades, there was the faintest crack in his calm. “And now, I’m going to finish what I started.”

	Harriet stared at him. “You mean... The wedding.”

	Victor nodded once. “Move it forward.”

	Harriet looked away. “James is alive.”

	Victor said nothing.

	“I buried him.” Her voice trembled. “I mourned him.” She looked back at her father. “And all this time.”

	Victor interrupted. “That changes nothing.”

	“It changes everything!” Her voice cracked. “You stole twenty-one years from us!”

	Victor stepped closer. “No. I preserved twenty-one years of progress. You were supposed to marry him! You were never supposed to have a kid. This is your fault, Harriet! Think about it. The plan was for you to just marry him and get the estate, the legacy.” 

	He paused and saw how frightened she was of him. He loosened his grip just a bit and she closed her eyes for a moment

	“You allowed emotion to interfere.”

	“I fell in love,” she whispered.

	“Exactly. That was never part of the arrangement.”

	“You cannot blame me! I will not take the blame for this. You can’t stop love, father!”

	“Rebecca must marry Bill. There’s no other way around it!” Victor stated.

	Harriet closed her eyes. After a long silence, she whispered, “What if Rebecca refuses?”

	Victor straightened the cuff of his jacket. “She doesn’t have time to refuse anymore.” He walked toward his desk. “How are the wedding preparations?”

	“No...” Tears streamed down her face. “I can’t!” 

	Victor slowly walked toward her. His voice remained calm. “Harriet...”

	She took a step back. “I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

	His voice became colder. The room fell silent. Victor lowered his voice. “You will not tell a soul what you’ve learned here today.”

	Harriet stared at him. “Father...”

	He took another step. “Like you once told Rebecca... What happens in this family... Stays in this family.” He gestured between them both. 

	Harriet’s breathing quickened. Victor reached out and gently, almost affectionately, took hold of her upper arms. To anyone looking in... It would have appeared comforting. Harriet knew better. She trembled. She could barely stand the thought of him touching her. Victor leaned closer. His voice was barely above a whisper.

	“For your sake... This conversation never leaves this room.” A long pause. “Because if it does...” His grip tightened. Harriet winced. “Everything I’ve spent twenty-one years building... Will be destroyed.” His eyes narrowed.

	Harriet’s eyes filled with fresh tears.

	Victor leaned even closer. “If everything I’ve built falls...”

	He looked directly into Harriet's eyes.

	“I’ll make certain you fall with it.” He paused and looked right into her eyes. “And so will Rebecca.”

	Harriet’s breathing caught. Victor watched the fear spread across her face. Then. Very quietly.

	“Understood?”

	Harriet couldn’t answer.

	Victor’s grip tightened another fraction. Not enough to hurt. Enough to remind her who held the power.

	“Harriet.” Another pause. “Understood?”

	For several long moments. She simply stared at him. The father she had trusted all her life... was gone. In his place stood a stranger. Finally. She lowered her eyes. And nodded. 

	Harriet whispered... “You’ve known all this time? You’ve lost your mind.” She shook her head violently beneath his hand.

	Victor slowly released her. She staggered back, unable to take her eyes off him.

	“You told me...” she whispered, her voice breaking. “You told me he was dead.”

	“I told you what you needed to believe.”

	Harriet’s knees nearly gave way. She mourned her husband all over again. It had been twenty years and never once did she cry. Sure, she cried at the funeral. Cried for days on end. Locked herself in her room for days. A few months. There was nothing in the world that compared to hearing the death of your husband. 

	“You knew,” she whispered. “All this time.”

	Victor looked toward the window once more. “I knew he survived.”

	Harriet stared at him in horror. “You left him there?”

	“I gave him somewhere safe.”

	“You stole twenty-one years from him!”

	“I preserved twenty-one years of stability.”

	Harriet shook her head. “Rebecca...”

	Victor interrupted before she could finish. “Rebecca knows nothing.”

	Silence. 

	Victor adjusted the cuff of his jacket as though discussing tomorrow’s weather.

	“Doctor Ramsey says he remembers fragments. A little girl. A piano. Red Wolves.” He paused. “But not enough.”

	Harriet wrapped her arms around herself. “What are you going to do?”

	Victor’s expression never changed. “The same thing I’ve done for the past twenty-one years.” He walked toward the door. “Protect the future.”

	Harriet stared at him. “You call this protection?”

	Victor stopped with one hand on the doorknob. Without looking back, he said quietly, “Hope is a dangerous thing, Harriet. I couldn’t allow James to have any.”

	Harriet stood in the silent study, realizing the man she’d trusted for decades had not only stolen her husband's life...

	He had stolen hers as well.

	“What happens now?” she asked.

	He straightened the sleeve of his jacket as though nothing had happened. Then, without another glance, he walked back toward his desk.

	“Now...” He picked up the wedding itinerary. “Tell me about the wedding plans.”

	Harriet hesitated. She didn’t want to answer.

	He turned to her, “Harriet, you will answer me. Now, tell me about the wedding.”

	She swallowed hard and wiped her tears. Her body still trembled. But she managed to reply. “There have been, concerns.”

	Victor stopped. “Concerns?”

	“The wedding planner believes Rebecca seems.” She struggled with the words. “Unhappy.”

	Victor smiled faintly. “Then she’s observant.”

	Harriet frowned.

	Victor continued. “Rebecca doesn’t need to be happy.” He picked up the seating chart. “She needs to marry Bill.”

	 

	
Chapter 27

	Harriet quietly closed the bedroom door behind her. For several long moments. She simply stood there. Then.

	The tears came. Not gentle tears. Twenty-one years of grief crashed into her all at once. She placed her hands on her face. Her stomach twisted. How, why, those were the questions that kept her from sleeping. She felt sick. Her husband was alive. 

	After many moments, the tears stopped. How would she tell Rebecca? But she couldn’t tell her. Victor would make things worse. She knew what he was capable of. 

	She stumbled away from the door after locking it and went toward the closet. Her hands shook as she moved old boxes stacked neatly on the floor under her elegant clothes. A sigh escaped her as she saw the many Red Wolves T-shirts hanging near the end to her right. Never being able to wear them, she closed her eyes for a moment. 

	She then saw her Winter clothes. Photo albums. Christmas decorations. Finally... She knelt on the floor. Her fingers searched beneath the carpet lining until they found the small brass ring. She pulled. A narrow compartment opened beneath the hardwood.

	Inside, wrapped carefully in an old blanket. Were the albums. Ride the Fantasy. Red Wolves. Midnight Highway. Always There. Never Give Up. Her breath caught.

	Twenty-one years. Twenty-one years since she’d allowed herself to look at them. She lifted Ride the Fantasy from the box. Her thumb brushed across James’s smiling face.

	“I’m so sorry.”

	The words escaped before she realized she’d spoken them. She carried the album to the record player. The needle dropped. Static. Then, James’s voice filled the room. Harriet covered her mouth as tears streamed freely down her face. She hadn’t heard him. Not like this. In twenty-one years. 

	She sank onto the edge of the bed. Almost without thinking... She opened the drawer of her nightstand. There, resting inside a small velvet box, lay her wedding ring. She picked it up carefully. The gold still caught the morning light. 

	A flash of memory.

	“Take it off.”

	Harriet stared at Victor. “No.”

	“It’s unhealthy.”

	“He was my husband.”

	“He’s gone.”

	“I made a vow.”

	Victor’s expression never changed. “As long as you wear that ring. You’ll never move forward.”

	Harriet closed her hand around it. “I don’t care.”

	Victor stepped closer. “Think of Rebecca.”

	Silence.

	“She needs stability.” Another pause. “James is gone. Stop living like he isn’t.”

	Slowly... With trembling hands. Harriet removed the ring.

	Victor nodded once. “Better.”

	Back in the present.

	Harriet stared at it. Twenty-one years. She’d believed she’d removed it to help her heal. Now, she understood. It had never been about healing. It had been about erasing James.

	A sob escaped her. She slipped the ring back onto her finger. It fits perfectly. As though it had been waiting for her all along.

	She didn’t care what time it was. She couldn’t sleep, not now. No way. Her husband was alive. The love of her life. She truly loved him. She realized she made so many mistakes believing her father’s lies and manipulations. And suddenly another memory entered her mind.

	 

	Harriet sat in Victor’s study shortly after James was declared dead.

	“I don’t know what to tell Rebecca.”

	Victor folded his hands. “The truth.”

	Harriet looked up. “What truth?”

	Victor answered quietly. “That James loved the stage. The applause. The attention. Wine, women, and song!”

	Harriet frowned. “But he loved us.”

	Victor smiled faintly.

	“Did he?”

	Silence.

	“He spent months on tour. He lived in recording studios. Even when he was home... he disappeared into that music room downstairs for hours with the band.” Victor tilted his head. “Think about that.”

	Harriet remained silent.

	Victor folded his hands. “Children remember what they’re told.”

	Harriet said nothing.

	Victor continued. “If Rebecca grows up believing James chooses music over family... She’ll never waste her life chasing musicians.”

	Harriet closed her eyes.

	Victor wasn’t finished. “And eventually, she’ll understand why her father always chose...” He looked toward the framed Red Wolves album on the wall. “Wine, women, and song.”

	Harriet’s eyes shot open. “No...”

	Victor calmly met her gaze. “It will hurt now.” A pause. “But she’ll heal.”

	Back in the present

	“Rebecca believed every word because I did.” Harriet sighed and blew out a breath of anger.

	She closed her eyes and shook her head as One More Sunrise played and she just sobbed once more. She tossed herself onto her bed and let tears flow. The song meant more now than ever before. It was as though James had been speaking to her all along. She simply hadn't been listening.

	“You bastard! How could you!? Damn you father! I will bring him home, and together, we will finish you. I promise you this, my love. We will be reunited. I promise you! We’re bringing you home, James.”

	She paused for a moment, and a faint smile crossed her face. The nod confirmed it and she shook her head.

	“And when we do...” She wiped away her tears. “Victor Hawthorne will answer for every day he stole from us.”

	 

	Rebecca sat in her room in silence. The cassette tape stared at her. She’d been so busy going over the archives in her father’s music room that the cassette had been a lost memory. She grabbed it, threw on a morning gown and walked the hallway to the staircase. 

	She stopped after passing her mother’s room. She leaned into the door. She heard music. But the music couldn’t escape Harriet’s sobs Rebecca turned the handle. The door was locked. She knocked frantically. “Mom, Mom, are you okay? Mom?!”

	Rebecca frowned. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard her mother crying.

	A servant was walking toward her. Rebecca looked frantic. He nodded and went to her. Rebecca’s eyes were heavy as he smiled at her.

	“Miss Rebecca, what’s wrong?”

	“David, I need this door open, now!” Rebecca said. “I know every staff member has a key to every door in this estate. Open this door!” she ordered.

	David nodded and hurried his hand into his tailored black pants pocket. He pulled out the key ring and found the key labeled HD. Rebecca grabbed it and jammed it into the lock. The door flew open. Harriet had the music off, and she was hurrying the ring off her finger.

	“Mom?”

	Harriet frowned. Rebecca walked to her after thanking David. David nodded and left to finish his rounds.

	Her eyes drifted to the diamond ring resting on the dresser. A wide platinum band with a princess-cut diamond, brilliant and flawless. Victor had given it to her the week after James’s funeral.

	“People expect to see something on your hand,” he’d told her. “You’re still a Deveroix. You represent this family.”

	She had protested.

	“Not that hand,” she’d whispered.

	Victor’s expression had never changed.

	“Especially that hand.”

	Slowly... he’d taken James’s wedding band from her trembling fingers. Then he’d slipped his own ring onto the very finger where James’s vow had once rested. He admired the other ring on her right hand. The platinum band with a center cut diamond, the rarest of the world and smiled.

	Harriet had never realized it before. It wasn’t a gift. It was a replacement.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 28

	A soft knock echoed through the bedroom. Harriet startled. Her fingers fumbled with the ring. Too late. The door slowly opened. Rebecca stepped inside.

	“Mom?”

	Harriet quickly slid James’s wedding band from her finger and reached for the platinum diamond ring resting on the dresser.

	Rebecca tilted her head and stepped forward cautiously. “What are you doing?”

	Harriet froze. The room fell silent except for the gentle crackle of the record player.

	James’s voice drifted softly through the room.

	Rebecca’s eyes moved towards it.

	“Is this, is this dad?”

	Harriet slowly lowered her hand. She hadn’t played that album in over twenty years.

	Rebecca looked back at her. “I heard music. And...” She hesitated. “I heard you crying.”

	Harriet quickly wiped at her eyes. “I’m fine.”

	Rebecca walked further in.

	Harriet instinctively reached for Victor’s ring… then stopped. Harriet picked it up again. She can’t do it now. Her hand shook almost violently.  She slowly set it back down. Rebecca noticed. She couldn’t understand why. Not yet. But she watched her mother very carefully. And the shakes alarmed her.

	“I’m, I’m fine, please, Rebecca, just stop.”

	Rebecca’s expression fell. “No.” She stepped farther into the room. “No, you’re not.”

	Harriet looked away. Rebecca’s gaze drifted to the velvet box lying open on the bed. Then... To the two rings. One resting on the dresser. One still clutched in Harriet’s trembling hand.

	Rebecca whispered. “Dad’s?”

	Harriet closed her fingers around the gold band.

	Rebecca took another slow step. “Mom.” Another.” Please.” Her voice softened. “Don’t lie to me. Not this time.”

	The words landed harder than Harriet expected. She stared at her daughter.

	The same sparkling hazel green eyes as James, stubbornness, same heart.

	Twenty-one years. Twenty-one years of half-truths, silence, believing a lie.

	Harriet’s shoulders sagged. “I don’t know where to begin.”

	Rebecca’s eyes filled. “Then don’t.”

	Harriet looked up.

	Rebecca took one final step. “Just tell me the truth.”

	And now, Harriet realized, she didn’t know how.

	“Do you remember carrying around the first Red Wolves album everywhere with you when you were four?”

	Rebecca stared. “The only one I remember is when he wrote the Quiet Before the Storm. I was four.”

	“Right.” Harriet swallowed. “Okay. Do you remember asking me why your father looked so happy?”

	Rebecca frowned. “No. I never really got to hear Dad’s music. I don’t remember carrying it around.” She paused for a moment. “I remember asking about him a lot.” She glanced down and felt a tear escape her eye but couldn’t wipe it away. “I stopped asking.”

	Harriet’s face tightened and her eyes widened. “Why?”

	Rebecca gave a sad little shrug. “Because every time I did... it hurt you. And you kept telling me no. You told me I couldn’t know him, why, why, mother?”

	Harriet began crying. “I lied to you.”

	Rebecca stood frozen.

	Harriet slowly shook her head. “Not because I wanted to but because I believed I was doing the right thing.”

	“Who told you it was the right thing?” Rebecca asked.

	Harriet froze. Not because she didn’t know. Because she did. She looked toward the bedroom door. Toward the hallway.

	Rebecca noticed. “Mom?”

	Harriet immediately looked back. Her breathing became shallow. “I can’t.”

	Rebecca stepped closer. “Why?”

	Harriet’s voice broke. “Because if I do...” She couldn’t finish.

	Rebecca whispered, “You’re afraid.”

	Harriet nodded. One small... Broken... Nod.

	“You?” Rebecca couldn’t hide the disbelief in her voice.  

	Harriet met Rebecca’s eyes, unable to hide her shame. Rebecca’s eyes widened. Harriet was still trembling, though not as violent as before. She hated this. Every instinct told her to protect Rebecca... but she didn't know how without putting her in even greater danger.

	“Harriet!?”

	Harriet’s trembling hand flew back to her mouth. Rebecca recognized the voice instantly. Victor. Not Bill. Not one of the staff. Victor Hawthorne. The man who believed he could buy the world by keeping one important and powerful man frozen in time.

	“It’s him, you’re afraid of your father?” Rebecca guessed.

	Harriet nodded. For once, Rebecca saw fear in her mother’s eyes. Not frustration. Not disappointment. Fear. Harriet Deveroix was no longer the perfect society wife. She was simply a frightened daughter. Now more than ever, Rebecca needed to listen to that tape she found.

	Harriet reached the bedroom door. Her trembling hand rested on the brass handle. She stopped.

	For several long moments. She couldn’t bring herself to leave. Finally. She looked back.

	“Rebecca.”

	Rebecca slowly lifted her eyes.

	Harriet’s voice remained barely above a whisper. “I’ll distract him.” She swallowed. “Victor... Bill...” A small nod. “Both of them.”

	Rebecca stared. Harriet glanced toward the hallway. Then back at her daughter.

	“Go downstairs.”

	Rebecca frowned. “What?”

	Harriet took one hesitant step back into the room. “The music room.”

	Rebecca’s heart skipped.

	Harriet looked toward the record player where Ride the Fantasy once played.

	“Listen to the tape.”

	Rebecca blinked. “The tape?”

	Harriet nodded. “Your father...” Her voice cracked. “Never did anything without a reason.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “If he left you something...” Another pause. “He wanted you to find it.”

	Rebecca stood frozen. Harriet managed to make the faintest smile. The first genuine one Rebecca had seen in years.

	“He left you more than a legacy.” She looked toward the albums stacked beside the bed. “He left you hope.”

	Rebecca felt tears stinging her own eyes. Harriet opened the bedroom door. Then... One last time... She looked back.

	“Trust your father.”

	She disappeared into the hallway. Rebecca remained motionless.

	Rebecca hurried downstairs. The house felt strangely quiet. Above her... She could hear Harriet speaking. Victor. Bill. Voices. Just enough. 

	She reached the basement door. The familiar scent of old wood, guitar strings, and aging vinyl greeted her. James. She walked toward the stereo. Her trembling fingers removed the cassette from her pocket. The label had faded.

	Only one word remained. Firecracker. Rebecca smiled despite herself.

	“Dad...”

	She slid the cassette into the player. The machine clicked. Static. Then... A laugh. Not polished. Not rehearsed. Just... James. Rebecca froze. She had never heard him laugh before.

	Then... His voice. “Well...” Another chuckle. “If you’re hearing this... then I was right.”

	Rebecca frowned.

	“You never listened when I told you to stay out of my music room.”

	A smile tugged at her lips.

	“Good.”

	Silence. Then... His voice softened. “Firecracker...”

	Rebecca closed her eyes. No one had called her that... since he disappeared.

	“If you found this...” A pause. “Something isn’t right.”

	Rebecca’s breathing slowed.

	James continued. “I wish I could tell you everything. Something is going on with your mother. My songs are changing. They’re getting dark. That’s the first clue.”

	Rebecca couldn’t help sighing through her tears. That sounded exactly like the man she was beginning to know. Then... His tone changed. More serious.

	“Don’t believe everything people tell you about me.”

	Rebecca’s sigh continued.

	“People don’t always lie because they’re cruel. Sometimes... They’re lying because someone lied to them first.”

	Rebecca’s heart pounded.

	Upstairs...

	A floorboard creaked.

	James continued. “If you’re listening to this... You’re closer than you think.”

	Rebecca leaned toward the speaker.

	“The answers are in the songs...” Another pause. “They’re...”

	The basement door burst open.

	“Rebecca!”

	She jumped. Victor. His eyes landed immediately on the cassette player. Then on Rebecca.

	“What exactly are you doing?”

	Rebecca instinctively reached for the Stop button. Click. Silence. Victor walked into the room. His expression remained calm. Almost pleasant.

	But his eyes... They had already noticed everything. He looked at the cassette. Then back at Rebecca. Bill appeared behind him.

	“Rebecca... everyone’s waiting.”

	Victor smiled. “Wedding planning.”

	Rebecca looked back toward the cassette player. Just one more second... Please. Was all she thought.

	Victor followed her gaze. “Family memories can wait.” He smiled. “Your future cannot.”

	Victor gently placed a hand against the small of her back. Just enough.

	“Come along.”

	Rebecca looked once more toward the silent recorder.

	James had almost said it. “They’re...”

	Where?

	As they climbed the stairs... Bill slowed until Victor was several steps ahead. Quietly... Almost so quietly Rebecca almost missed it...

	Bill swallowed. “When you disappeared...” His voice cracked. “I thought I’d lost you.”

	Rebecca kept walking. “You never lost me.” She didn’t look at him. “You just never asked why I ran.”

	Bill had no answer. They went up to the main floor and there was Claire again with her team. She smiled at Rebecca and Rebecca played nice. She was more into it this time. But Bill went to her and whispered in her ear away from the planners.

	“I’m so sorry. I was just so worried.”

	“Were you?”

	“I was. Rebecca, I do love you. I can make you happy. If you just believe in me.”

	She smiled and gave him a nod.

	****

	The Pieces

	Emily sat at the kitchen table long after Luke had gone to bed. The house was quiet. Too quiet. Her laptop glowed in the darkness while several browser windows covered the screen. She had been staring at the same names for nearly an hour.

	Rebecca Deveroix. James Deveroix. Victor Hawthorne. Harbor Lights. The Deveroix Family Foundation.

	Emily leaned back and rubbed her tired eyes.

	“Come on...”

	She opened her notebook. Pages of notes filled it. Dates. Names. Phone numbers. Half-finished questions. Things that didn’t make sense. She turned back to an earlier page.

	Her eyes narrowed.

	“Why the twenty-seventh?”

	She flipped another page. James Deveroix. Emily stared at the name. The old news report came back to her. The one claiming James may have struggled with drugs and heavy drinking before his disappearance.

	She searched for it again. Nothing. The article had vanished.

	Emily frowned. “Why would someone bury a story twenty-one years later?”

	She opened another tab. The Deveroix Family Foundation. She searched through old financial reports. Then stopped. Victor Hawthorne’s name appeared again. Emily sat forward.

	“You’re kidding me.”

	She searched the Foundation’s acquisitions. Victor. She searched Harbor Lights. Victor. She searched the Deveroix estate. Victor.

	She opened a fourth window. Emily stared at the screen.

	“Rebecca wasn’t running away.” She whispered the words. “She was looking for somewhere safe.”

	Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Then she opened another file. A news archive. James Deveroix disappears after reported accident. Emily read the article again.

	Twenty-one years. No body. No confirmed remains.

	She slowly leaned back. “No body...”

	Her eyes moved to the photograph of James. Young. Smiling. Emily’s stomach tightened.

	“Then why...”

	She stopped. Her mind raced. Rebecca’s sudden disappearance. Harriet’s secrecy. The accelerated wedding. Victor’s involvement.

	The story about James vanished. And now... A deadline. Emily began writing faster. Rebecca is being pushed toward marriage. Victor wants the estate. Harriet controls Rebecca. James’s history has been altered.

	She stopped. Looked at the page. Then slowly wrote: What happened to James? She stared at the sentence. A cold feeling settled over her. She opened the old archive again. This time, she searched for the original crash reports. The results were sparse. Too sparse.

	Emily frowned. “Twenty-one years,” she whispered. “Someone erased something.” A floorboard creaked upstairs.

	Emily froze. Luke? She waited. Nothing. She looked toward the hallway. Then back at the screen. Her phone buzzed. Emily nearly jumped. She grabbed it. Unknown number. She stared at it. Emily didn’t answer. She slowly turned the screen facedown. Then closed the laptop. Not because she was finished. Because now, she was afraid of what she might find. She picked up her notebook and looked at the names one last time.

	Five pieces. One story.

	Emily whispered, “You’re all connected.”

	She closed the notebook. But she didn’t notice the small line she’d written beneath everything else. If James Deveroix didn’t die... where is he? Emily looked at it. Her breath caught. She hadn’t meant to write that. But now that the question existed... She couldn’t erase it.

	A floorboard creaked behind her once more. Emily froze. She turned toward the hallway. Nothing. She waited. Another second passed. She slowly stood and walked toward the doorway, but the hall was empty.

	Emily glanced toward the front window. For just a moment, she thought she saw a shadow disappear beyond the curtains. She pulled them aside. Nothing.

	Outside, the street was empty. Emily closed the curtain.

	“Okay...”

	She returned to the table, but the feeling wouldn't leave her. Someone had been there. She just didn’t know who.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 29

	Jamie lay in his bed and he kept seeing the fragments of a little girl. A stage. The pink headphones, the teddy bear. Something about him saying keep dreaming to her. He screams. Sully runs to him. Jamie’s arms were flying left and right. Sully was trying to keep him chill, but he needed to call Doctor Ramsey.

	Doctor Ramsey and Nurse Kimberly entered. Jamie was frantic.

	“I, I remember! R-R-R, Rebecca! M-m-m-, daughter. She’s, she’s my daughter. Home, I, I need to go home to her!”

	“Jamie, it’s okay, you’re safe here,” Kimberly said.

	“No, listen to me. I, I remember! I was married. H-H-H Harriet! See, it’s coming back! Please, please, help me!”

	Doctor Ramsey looked over at Kimberly, she nodded at him and he nodded back. Jamie saw their exchange and shook his head. He tried to relax himself. What was happening? He couldn’t help himself. Every muscle in his body jerked as memories collided inside his mind.

	Jamie closed his eyes for a brief moment. He saw the accident. He was talking to Rebecca and Harriet. “Firecracker, I’m bringing pizza as promised. Firecracker? Harriet, hey, guys. Hello!?”

	Then the memory continued to play in his mind like someone put a tape in his brain and had the video on loop. Glass shattered as the truck veered off Route 1 after it smashed into the guardrail. The freezing water made him shiver as it attempted to wash over him. The truck plunged into the river. The Steering wheel submerged under water in seconds. He kept his head up above the water as he frantically tried to get the seatbelt off. He couldn't breathe.

	“He’s reliving the drowning,” Sully mentioned. “Right, that explains his arms waving left and right. Am I right? I know I’m right, he’s told me bits and pieces, but I didn’t think it was real.”

	“From his records, yes. He was caught in the river. That’s why he was soaked when he came to us all those years ago,” Kimberly said. “I’ve been assigned to him since then. This is the first time he’s truly started to remember and act out the accident. I think we need to strap him down before he hurts himself or Sully,” she suggested.

	“No!” Jamie shouted. “I just, I just need help to finish remembering, please. My body is just I don’t know. Please!” he cried.

	“We need to strap you for your own safety. Trust us. We’ve been taking care of you for a long time,” Doctor Ramsey said.

	“I know. But I swear, I’m better. I can feel it. Please. I just want to remember.”

	Kimberly glanced at Doctor Ramsey again. Doctor Ramsey nodded once more.

	“Call Mr. Hawthorne. I’ll help him.” Doctor Ramsey winked at her.

	“No, don’t strap me, please!”

	“Sorry but it’s protocol. You’re flailing too much, Jamie. Don’t worry it won’t be for long.”

	Jamie screamed again. Sully stood by his bed and watched in horror. Memories came and went in Jamie’s mind, and he shouted names and memories of places, a piano. His body still convulsed. It wasn’t a seizure this time. He was relieving the drowning. The river. Smashing into the cold Boston River. 

	Doctor Ramsey grabbed the straps from the locked closet. Jamie screamed. Kimberly came in with a needle to help relax him with a sedative. They knew it wasn’t a seizure because he was talking and no foaming at the mouth or having any other signs.

	Kimblery and Doctor Ramsey strapped Jamie down and Kimberly prepared the needle. She found a good healthy vein and poked at him.

	“There’s a going to be a poke.” Kimberly smiled.

	“What, what are you giving me? I just need to remember. Please!”

	“Jamie, it’s okay, trust me.”

	“You keep saying that. I remember. Please.”

	“Look, we understand but this will help you.” Kimberly looked at Jamie with genuine sadness. “I’m sorry.”

	She prepares the syringe. 

	Jamie shakes his head. “Please...”

	Kimberly whispered... “I know.”

	“Will it make me forget again?”

	Ramsey hesitates. Only... For... A... Second.

	“No.”

	Was it a lie? Or did Jamie genuinely believe it? Jamie felt the medicine entering his arm. His breathing slowed. His eyelids became heavy. He fought it. He whispered...

	“Firecracker...” Another breath. “Don’t stop looking.” His eyes closed. Silence. His eyes closed. 

	****

	Deveroix Estate

	Outside, the cameras were a bit overwhelming for Rebecca. She smiled. The photographers were relentless. She wore the leather cuff she found from her father. It didn’t quite fit with the outfit Harriet chose for her, but she wore it proudly and refused to take it off.

	Emily was there. She noticed. Her eyes widened. Why would Rebecca Deveroix suddenly wear such an item? She made a note of it.

	The occasion was so the reporters and photographers can get an early glimpse of the new power couple just before the wedding.

	****

	Victor’s Study

	Marcus stood across from Victor’s desk, his expression carefully neutral. “She’s getting close.”

	Victor didn’t look up from the chessboard.

	“Who?”

	“Emily Freemont.”

	Victor moved a black piece. “What has she found?”

	“She’s asking about James.”

	Victor’s hand paused. “James?”

	“She’s connected the old news report, the Foundation, Harbor Lights, Rebecca, and the wedding.”

	Victor leaned back slowly.

	“Has she written anything?”

	“Not yet.” Marcus hesitated. “She’s going to.”

	Victor looked toward the window. “Let her.”

	Marcus frowned. “Sir?”

	Victor turned back toward him. “She has no power. She has a newspaper. Newspapers create noise.” Victor calmly picked up another chess piece. “Noise isn’t power.”

	Marcus remained silent.

	Victor moved the piece. “She can’t stop the wedding.” He looked toward Marcus. “She can’t control Rebecca.” A pause. “And she certainly can’t bring James Deveroix back from the dead.”

	Marcus nodded. “So, we do nothing?”

	Victor’s expression remained calm. “Nothing. 

	He moved another chess piece and walked to the window. A few lightning bolts passed through the sky. “God have mercy on their souls… Cause I won’t.” 

	The rain had begun as everyone hurried inside just in time. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 30

	Jamie woke to silence. Not the familiar silence that had settled over him during the endless haze of medication. This silence was different. Sharper. Lonelier.

	He stared at the white ceiling above him as the fluorescent lights hummed softly overhead. The antiseptic scent filled his lungs with every breath. His wrists shifted instinctively, and the leather restraints tightened against his skin.

	He blinked several times, trying to steady the pounding in his head.

	“Sully?”

	Only the rhythmic beep of a heart monitor answered him. Jamie slowly turned his head toward the corner of the room. There was no chair, no other bed. Just nothing but white. His bed beneath him was white. It was a regulated new white hospital bed, and he wasn’t lying flat on his back. The bed was elevated to where he was slanted upright.

	“Sully?”

	Nothing. His breathing quickened. For twenty-one years, even when memories came and went like smoke, Sullivan had always been there. Sitting beside him. Reading newspapers. Talking about baseball. Filling the silence when Jamie couldn’t.

	Now... There was no one. The realization struck with terrifying force. Panic surged through him.

	“No...” He jerked against the restraints. The leather dug into his wrists. “No! Somebody!” His voice echoed into the hallway. “Help!” He pulled harder, the bed rattling beneath him. “Somebody help me!”

	His chest rose and fell in frantic bursts. The fragments inside his mind scattered like broken glass. Rebecca. His daughter.

	“Rebecca!” The name tore from his throat. “I have to find Rebecca!”

	Footsteps thundered outside the room. A nurse rushed through the doorway, followed by another.

	“Mr. Carter, please try to remain calm.”

	Jamie barely heard her.

	“They’re...” he gasped. “They’re...” His words dissolved into panic. “They’re going to...” His breathing became ragged. “I have to tell her!”

	The nurses exchanged worried glances as one reached for the emergency call button. Jamie continued struggling. Not because he wanted freedom. Because somewhere beyond these walls... Time was running out. The nurses left after he faked, being calm for them. 

	The door opened again. His favorite Dana hurried inside. “Jamie.”

	He barely looked at her.

	“Where is he?” His voice cracked. “Where’s Sully? He was here. He never leaves me. Where is he? The other nurses didn’t tell me anything. They just looked at each other, and I had to calm myself for them. They left.”

	Dana crossed the room without hesitation.

	“Jamie... look at me.”

	“I need him!”

	“I know.”

	“No, you don’t!” Tears welled in his eyes. “He’s all I’ve had. Please... where is he?”

	Dana gently rested a hand against his shoulder. “He’s okay.”

	Jamie’s breathing remained ragged. “Promise?”

	“I promise.”

	His eyes searched hers, desperate to believe her.

	Dana slowly brushed a few loose strands of hair away from his forehead. “He’s just having breakfast.”

	Jamie blinked. “Breakfast?”

	She smiled warmly. “Believe it or not, Sully has to eat too.”

	A faint, reluctant smile tugged at the corner of Jamie’s mouth before disappearing almost as quickly as it came.

	Dana reached for the bed controls. “There we go.”

	The motor hummed softly as the head of the bed slowly rose another few inches until Jamie sat more comfortably upright.

	“Better?”

	He nodded weakly.

	She adjusted the blanket across his lap before smoothing it gently.

	Her hand returned to his hair, brushing another strand away from his eyes with a tenderness that reminded him of something he couldn’t quite remember.

	His breathing gradually slowed. The panic faded. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

	“You don’t have anything to be sorry for.”

	He looked toward the empty chair again. “I just...” His voice trembled. “I don’t want to lose anyone else.”

	Dana’s heart tightened. She understood now. This wasn’t fear of being alone. This was the fear of losing the people he loved... all over again.

	She gently squeezed his hand. “You won’t.”

	Jamie looked at her. And since waking... He believed in her.

	Dana smiled. “Now...” She reached for the restraints around his wrists. “I think you’ve earned a little more freedom.”

	Jamie looked down in surprise as she carefully released the first buckle. One wrist. Then the other.

	“Easy,” she said softly. “Let’s take this one step at a time.”

	****

	Across Boston, the Deveroix Estate buzzed with wedding preparations. Designers moved through the ballroom carrying bolts of imported fabric. Florists arranged towering displays of white roses. A wedding planner discussed seating charts while assistants hurried between rooms carrying clipboards and garment bags. Rebecca stood perfectly still on the raised platform inside the grand fitting room. Claire adjusted the hem of another ivory gown.

	“Just one more fitting,” she said cheerfully. “Then we’ll decide on the final accessories.”

	Rebecca smiled. Or at least... She made her face resemble one. Inside, her thoughts refused to leave the basement. James’ voice echoed repeatedly inside her mind.

	The answers are in the songs... Then silence. They’re... Where? She searched for every memory she possessed. The cassette. The leather cuff. The photograph. The unfinished sentence.

	Claire stepped back, studying the gown. “I think pearls would complement the neckline beautifully.”

	No response.

	Claire looked up. “Rebecca?”

	Still nothing.

	She smiled politely. “Pearls or diamonds?”

	Rebecca barely heard the question. Her lips moved before she realized she’d spoken. “Where?”

	The room fell silent.

	Claire blinked. “I’m sorry?”

	Rebecca looked around. Every eye in the room rested on her. Heat rushed into her face. She forced another practiced smile.

	“Diamonds.”

	Claire nodded with relief and resumed pinning the dress. Conversation slowly returned. Only one person continued watching Rebecca.

	Victor. He stood near the doorway with his hands folded behind his back, he studied her with quiet precision. Not her dress. Her expression. The hesitation. The distraction. She never meant to ask aloud the question. His eyes narrowed ever so slightly. He had noticed. Of course he had.

	He left and went to his study after his security, Marcus, alerted him there was an urgent call. Harriet noticed. But Rebecca didn’t care.

	****

	Victor’s study overlooked the Boston skyline. Rain clouds drifted across the harbor beyond the tall windows. The telephone rang once. Victor answered immediately.

	“Hawthorne.”

	A familiar voice answered. “Mr. Hawthorne.” Doctor Ramsey.

	Victor walked slowly toward the windows. “Yes, Doctor?”

	There was unusual hesitation before Ramsey continued. “Jamie is remembering.”

	Victor stopped. His gaze remained fixed on the city below. “How much?”

	“Fragments.”

	Victor waited. “Names?”

	“Yes.”

	His fingers tightened almost imperceptibly against the receiver. “Which ones?” Another pause.

	“Rebecca.”

	Victor’s jaw hardened.

	“Harriet.”

	A longer silence followed.

	“And...”

	Ramsey inhaled carefully.

	“Home.”

	The room remained still.

	“The medication isn’t producing the same level of suppression,” Ramsey continued. “Neurologically, he’s improving.”

	Victor never raised his voice. “Increase it.”

	Ramsey hesitated. “Mr. Hawthorne... there are risks.”

	Victor finally turned away from the window. His expression never changed. “Doctor.” Another pause. “Twenty-one years ago, you assured me his condition would remain stable.”

	“I did.”

	“I expect you to deliver what you promised.”

	Ramsey swallowed audibly. “There could be complications.”

	“There are greater complications if he remembers.”

	Neither man spoke for several seconds.

	Finally, Ramsey answered quietly. “I understand.”

	Victor’s voice remained composed. “Do whatever is medically necessary to stabilize him.”

	The line went dead. Victor gently replaced the receiver onto its cradle. No anger. No threats. No display of emotion. Only certainty. He pressed the brass intercom on his desk. A moment later the study doors opened.

	Harriet entered. “You wanted to see me?”

	Victor never looked up from the papers spread across his desk. “Move the wedding.”

	Harriet frowned. “I’m sorry?”

	“This Saturday.”

	She froze. “But the preparations...”

	“I’m no longer asking.”

	The words were spoken so quietly they barely disturbed the silence. Yet they carried the weight of absolute authority. Harriet understood immediately. Something had changed. Something serious. She lowered her eyes.

	“Yes, father.”

	She turned and quietly left the study.

	Only after the door closed did Victor finally look toward the window again. Far below, Boston carried on as though nothing had changed. But somewhere inside The Haven...

	Jamie Carter had remembered his daughter. And Victor intended to make certain he remembered nothing else.

	 

	****

	Boston Times

	Emily sat alone in the newsroom, staring at an old photograph of Red Wolves. Five young men. James in the center. Eric, Vito, Paul, and Charlie beside him. She zoomed in. Then stopped.

	On James’s wrist was a familiar leather cuff. Emily’s eyes narrowed. She opened another photograph. Same cuff. Another. There it was again. She reached for her notebook.

	James Deveroix wore this every day.

	Then she remembered something.

	Rebecca.

	The day she’d seen her outside the estate.

	The cuff had been on her wrist.

	Emily slowly lowered her pen. “Why would Rebecca have her father’s cuff?”

	She searched the old photographs again. Then opened a file on the crash. The date. The location. The missing remains.

	Her breathing slowed. “No body.” She whispered it. Again. “No body.”

	Emily stared at James’s photograph. Then she wrote one final question beneath everything else:

	What if James Deveroix never died?

	She stared at the words. And now she didn’t cross them out. She closed the notebook.

	“I think I know where to look.”

	And this time... Emily wasn’t chasing a story. She was chasing a missing man.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 31

	Doctor Alex Ramsey stepped out onto the garden path, his white coat swaying gently in the afternoon breeze. The neatly trimmed hedges and flowering gardens had always been The Haven’s greatest source of pride. Residents wandered peacefully along the winding sidewalks. A pair of women sat beneath a maple tree laughing over a crossword puzzle while another resident carefully watered a bed of roses. It looked... Normal. Peaceful. Safe.

	Alex’s eyes drifted toward the large oak tree near the center of the lawn. He stopped.

	Jamie sat beneath its sprawling branches beside Sullivan. The two men weren’t arguing. They weren’t frightened. They weren’t confused.

	They were simply talking. Sully said something that made Jamie laugh. A real laugh. Not the distant, medicated chuckle Ramsey had grown accustomed to hearing over the years, but a genuine laugh that reached his eyes.

	For just a moment... Alex smiled. There he was. Jamie Carter. Not Patient 412. James. Alive. The smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. Reality returned.

	Victor. The phone call. Everything suddenly came rushing back. Alex quietly walked across the lawn.

	“Dana.”

	Dana turned at the sound of his voice and stood. “Alex.”

	He glanced toward James and Sully before looking back at her. His voice remained calm. “What are you doing?”

	Dana didn’t hesitate. “I know who he is.” Silence settled between them. “He’s James Deveroix.”

	Alex closed his eyes. Only for a heartbeat. When he opened them again, they carried twenty-one years of exhaustion.

	“Don’t say that name.”

	Dana stared at him. “Why?”

	Alex’s gaze shifted toward the building. Toward the cameras mounted beneath the roofline. Toward the windows that suddenly felt far less innocent. He lowered his voice.

	“Because walls have ears.”

	Dana looked back at Jamie. He was smiling again, pointing toward the flower beds while Sully listened with quiet amusement. Her heart broke.

	“This man has lost twenty-one years.”

	Alex nodded. “I know.”

	“Then why?”

	He remained silent.

	Dana stepped closer. “Why, Alex?”

	His shoulders sagged. For years he had rehearsed the answer inside his own mind. Now... He no longer believed it himself.

	“Because Victor Hawthorne owns this place.”

	The words escaped in little more than a whisper.

	Dana blinked. “What?”

	“He owns the land.” Alex looked around the beautiful grounds. “He funds the staff.” His eyes fell to the residents enjoying the afternoon sunshine. “He pays for the medications.” Another pause. “He pays for every resident who can’t afford to stay.”

	Dana felt the blood drain from her face. “So...” Her voice barely rose above the breeze. “We’re prisoners too.”

	Alex looked toward James once more.

	Jamie was finally beginning to look like himself again. The man should have been standing on concert stages. Instead, he had spent twenty-one years behind carefully landscaped fences.

	Alex swallowed hard. “I’ve spent twenty-one years convincing myself I was helping him.” His voice cracked. “I told myself the medications kept him comfortable.”

	He looked at Dana; guilt etched across every line of his face. “I told myself he was too damaged to ever have a normal life again.”

	A long silence passed between them. Then Alex whispered the words he had never once allowed himself to say aloud.

	“I don’t know anymore.”

	Dana followed his gaze to Jamie. Since she had met him, she wasn’t looking at a patient. She was looking at a father who had been robbed of twenty-one years with his daughter. 

	And now, Alex Ramsey wondered if the greatest harm done at The Haven had never been the accident, but the silence that followed it.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 32

	Emily stared at the finished article on her screen. She had rewritten it three times. Removed speculation. Checked every fact. Verified every date. She wasn’t going to accuse anyone of murder. She wasn’t going to claim James Deveroix was alive. She simply asked the questions no one else seemed willing to ask.

	THE QUESTIONS SURROUNDING THE DEVEROIX LEGACY

	Her final paragraph read:

	Twenty-one years after the disappearance of James Deveroix, questions surrounding his death, his estate, and the people who inherited control over his legacy remain unanswered. His daughter, Rebecca Deveroix, is now facing a marriage that could permanently alter that legacy. Perhaps the greatest question is not what happened twenty-one years ago, but why some people are so determined to keep anyone from asking?

	Emily read it one last time.

	Then clicked PUBLISH.

	She leaned back.

	“Let’s see what happens.”

	That evening, while walking out of the Boston Times building, Emily spotted Eric leaving a building downtown.

	Something about him caught her attention. He wasn’t heading home. He was carrying something. Emily grabbed her coat. She followed him from a distance. He drove toward the outskirts of Boston. Then toward the river.

	Emily parked farther back and watched him walk toward the water. She stepped out of her car.

	Eric stopped near the edge. He looked down. Emily stayed behind the trees. She didn’t know why she’d followed him. Not yet. But something told her...

	This mattered. And somewhere beneath the riverbank dirt... A twenty-one-year-old secret was waiting to be found.

	The Charles River. 

	The rhythmic sweep of the metal detector had become as familiar to Eric Rose as the beat of his own heart. Back and forth. Step. Sweep. Step.

	Twenty-one years. Rain. Snow. Summer heat. It didn’t matter. He always came back.

	Across the road, traffic rolled past the section of guardrail that had long since been replaced. The flowers that fans once left had been moved years ago, but one thing remained.

	A simple steel cross. The city had tried removing it. The fans had fought back. Now it stood permanently overlooking the river.

	JAMES DEVEREOIX Gone, Never Forgotten.

	Eric Rose glanced toward it before lowering the detector again. Beep... Nothing. Beside him, Nikita, his wife, folded her arms against the cool breeze drifting off the water.

	“Eric.”

	He didn’t answer.

	“Eric.”

	“Hm?”

	She watched him for a long moment. “You’ve been doing this for twenty-one years.”

	The detector continued its slow arc across the ground.

	“You ever going to stop?”

	“No.”

	The answer came instantly. Without hesitation. Without doubt. Nikita sighed.

	“Eric...”

	He finally looked at her. “No body.”

	She frowned. “What?”

	“No body.” He tapped the detector against the ground. “They never found one. They found the car.  They found blood. They never found James.”

	Silence settled between them.

	Nikita stepped closer. “I’ve stood beside you through all of this.”

	His eyes remained fixed on the riverbank.

	“The drinking.” Another step. “The session jobs.” She swallowed. “One band after another.”

	Eric said nothing.

	“The instability...” Her voice softened. “It’s slowly destroying us.”

	He froze.

	“And this obsession...”

	“Don’t.”

	His voice was low. Dangerously low. Nikita stopped talking. Eric slowly turned toward her. His eyes glistened.

	“He wasn’t just my singer.” A tear escaped. “He wasn’t my bandmate.” Another. “He was my brother.” The words hung between them. “The police gave up.” He shook his head. “The reporters gave up.” Another shake. “The world gave up.” He looked toward the river. “I never did.”

	Silence. Then... BEEP. Eric smiled. His heart thumped. He swept again. BEEP... BEEP. His pulse quickened. He lowered the detector. Another pass.

	BEEEEEP!

	His head snapped toward the riverbank. Nikita immediately saw the change in him.

	“Eric...”

	He dropped to one knee. The detector screamed. BEEEEEEEEEP!

	“It’s here.”

	He threw the detector aside and began digging with both hands. Wet dirt packed beneath his fingernails. He didn’t care. He dug faster. Like a man possessed.

	“Eric!” Nikita hurried toward him. “You’re too close to the edge!”

	He ignored her. Mud flew behind him. Roots tore free. His breathing became ragged.

	“I know you’re here...” He kept digging. “I know...”

	Nikita reached for his shoulder. “Eric, please!”

	“I’m not leaving!”

	Another handful of mud. Then... His fingers struck metal. He froze. Yes. His hands trembled. Slowly... Carefully... He brushed away another layer of dirt. Silver. A chain.

	Nikita gasped. Eric’s eyes widened.

	“James.”

	He lifted it from the earth. A silver cross. Bent. Scarred. Its chain broken after years beneath the soil.  But unmistakable. Eric stared at it. His knees gave way beneath him. He clutched it to his chest.

	A memory flooded back.

	****

	Twenty-three years earlier...

	A tiny music store. Five young musicians. No money. No record deal. Just impossible dreams.

	James stood in front of them holding five identical silver crosses. “I know we don’t have contracts.” He smiled. “And maybe we never will.”

	“But if we’re going to do this...” He looked at each of them. “We do it as brothers.”

	Eric laughed. “So, this is our contract?”

	James grinned. “No.”

	Eric reached into his jacket pocket.

	“James.”

	James looked over.

	Eric held out a small velvet box.

	“What’s this?”

	“Open it.”

	James lifted the lid. Inside rested a simple silver cross on a chain. His eyes softened immediately.

	“Eric.”

	“I know your faith means everything to you.”

	James looked down at the cross. “I thought...”

	Eric smiled. “Every frontman needs a little protection.”

	The others laughed.

	James shook his head. “I don’t know what to say.”

	“Don’t.” Eric picked up the chain. “Just wear it.” He stepped behind James and gently fastened it around his neck.

	The silver cross settled against James’s chest.

	James instinctively wrapped his fingers around it. He smiled. “I’ll never take it off.”

	Eric grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

	James pulled him into a hug. “Thank you.”

	When they stepped apart, Eric looked around at the others.

	“We’ve been talking about making this official.”

	Paul laughed. “We’re broke.”

	Charlie nodded. “We don’t exactly have lawyers.”

	James chuckled. “So, what do you have in mind?”

	Eric extended his hand. “No contracts. No record labels. No handshakes we’ll forget.” He looked at each of them in the eye. “Just a promise.”

	One by one...

	James placed his hand over Eric’s. Then Vito, Charlie, Paul. Five friends. One dream. James looked around the circle.

	“No matter where this takes us...” He rested a hand over the cross. “We stay brothers.”

	The others nodded. Together they answered:

	“Red Wolves. Always.”

	****

	Present day

	Back at the river, Eric stared at the cross lying in his muddy hands. His breathing became shallow. Tears streamed freely down his face. He whispered the words he had repeated every week for twenty-one years.

	“I knew it.” He looked toward the river. “You didn’t leave us.”

	Nikita knelt beside him. She didn’t try to convince him to stop. She simply wrapped her arms around him as he cried. Because buried beneath twenty-one years of dirt.

	Eric hadn’t just found a cross. He had found hope. And possibly his lost best friend. Sure, he went to the funeral, but he didn’t believe it. Neither did Paul, Vito or Charlie. Or his parents, Don and Louise. Victor had bought them all off. He told lies. He told Rebecca lies about them. The family she loved when she was four, gone. Just like that.

	 

	


Chapter 33

	ViPaul’s Pizza

	The lunch rush hadn’t started yet. Only the quiet hum of the ovens filled the restaurant as Paul wiped down the front counter while Vito kneaded another ball of dough behind the kitchen window.

	The bell above the front door chimed.

	Paul looked up and smiled.

	“Dana.”

	She didn’t smile back.

	Immediately, his expression changed.

	“You, okay?”

	Dana slowly removed her purse from her shoulder and placed it on one of the booths. “We need to talk.”

	Vito poked his head through the service window. “Everything alright?”

	Dana looked from one brother to the other. “No.”

	The single word settled over the restaurant like a storm cloud. Vito walked out from the kitchen, wiping flour from his hands.

	“What happened?” Vito asked.

	Dana hesitated. “I probably shouldn’t even be here.”

	Paul frowned. “But you just can’t resist Vito or my pizza skills, eh? You came for the pizza, right?”

	She swallowed. “Well, I love seeing my man, Vito, but it’s because I can’t stay quiet anymore.”

	Silence. Dana took a slow breath. “You both know I work at The Haven.”

	The brothers nodded.

	“We have a resident there.” Another pause. “His name isn’t Jamie Carter.”

	Vito’s heart skipped.

	Dana looked directly at him. “His name is James Deveroix.”

	Neither brother moved.

	Paul stared at her. “What? That’s, that’s.” He laughed. “That’s impossible. Don’t play games, Dana!”

	“The man you’ve all believed died twenty-one years ago...” Tears welled in her eyes. “He’s alive.”

	The room became impossible still. Vito slowly lowered himself into a chair.

	“No...”

	Dana nodded. “He remembered yesterday.”

	Paul looked between them. “Remembered what?”

	“Rebecca.” Another pause. “Harriet. Home.”

	Vito covered his mouth. “My God...”

	Dana nodded. “He knows he has a daughter.”

	Paul whispered, “Does... does she know?”

	“Not yet.” Dana looked toward the front windows. “But someone else does.”

	The brothers exchanged a glance.

	“Victor Hawthorne owns The Haven.”

	Neither of them spoke.

	“He owns the land, the residents. He funds the staff.” She looked at Vito. “Doctor Alex Ramsey has been trying to protect everyone.”

	Vito frowned. “Protect?”

	“He isn’t protecting James anymore.” Dana’s voice cracked. “He’s protecting the people who work there.”

	Paul’s stomach tightened. “Because Victor?”

	Dana nodded.

	“If Victor thinks anyone is helping James...” She couldn’t finish.

	Vito quietly asked, “What happens?”

	Dana looked at both of them. “I think you already know.”

	Silence. 

	Paul slowly reached for his phone. “We need Harriet.”

	Dana nodded.

	“And Rebecca.”

	“No.”

	A new voice came from the doorway. All three turned. Eric stood there. Mud still stained his jeans. His boots. His hands. Around his fingers hung a battered silver cross.

	“I’ve already been to the estate.” The room fell silent. “They wouldn’t let me in.” He stepped farther inside. His eyes met Dana’s. “Tell me everything.”

	Dana looked at the cross. “Where did you get that?”

	Eric opened his trembling hand. “I found it.”

	Vito’s face drained of color. “No...”

	Eric nodded once. “At the crash site.” He looked at each of them. “The police were wrong.” He closed his fingers around the cross. “I’ve been saying it for twenty-one years.” His voice broke. “James never left us.”

	The bell above the front door rang softly. The lunch crowd had finally thinned. Only a few customers remained scattered throughout the dining room. Vito looked up from the counter. His smile disappeared.

	Harriet Deveroix stood just inside the doorway. Elegant as always. Yet somehow... Smaller. She removed her sunglasses with trembling hands.

	The restaurant fell quiet. Paul stepped out of the kitchen. Eric slowly rose from his chair. No one spoke. Harriet looked around the room. These faces... She hadn’t seen some of them together in over twenty years.

	The Red Wolves. Not on a stage. Not beneath bright lights. Just... Brothers.

	She swallowed. “I wasn’t sure you’d let me in.”

	Eric’s jaw tightened. “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here.”

	She nodded. “I know.”

	Silence.

	Vito finally walked forward. “What do you want, Harriet?”

	Tears filled her eyes. “The truth.”

	Eric laughed bitterly. “The truth?” His voice cracked. He laughed. Bitterly. “That’s rich. That’s real fucking rich, Harriet! After what you did? Turning me away like that, at least I got to deliver the package to Rebecca! I should…” He shook his head. “We’ve been begging for the truth for twenty-one years.”

	Harriet lowered her head. “I know.”

	Paul folded his arms. “Do you?”

	She looked up. “For twenty-one years...” Her voice trembled. “I believed my father.” The words landed like stones. “I believed James was gone.” She stopped. A tear escaped. “And when I learned the truth the other day, I just, I needed time.”

	She couldn’t finish.

	Eric stared at her. Then quietly opened his hand. The silver cross rested in his palm.

	Harriet’s breath caught. “No...”

	Eric nodded. “I found it.”

	Her hand flew to her mouth. “No...”

	“At the river. On Route One. The steel cross with his name is there but the flowers and other memorabilia are gone. I tried to make them keep it. The fans tried too. But I never gave up. It almost cost me marriage.”

	She slowly approached. Almost afraid to touch it.

	Eric smiled sadly. “It never left his neck. But that day it did. And the closed casket. I knew something wasn’t right.”

	Harriet gently brushed her fingertips across the scratched silver. A sob escaped before she could stop it. “Oh, James...”

	The room remained silent.

	Vito quietly pulled out a chair. “Sit.”

	She looked at him.

	He nodded again. “You’re not standing through this.”

	Harriet slowly sat. For several moments... Nobody spoke. Finally...

	Paul broke the silence. “James used to say this place would’ve smelled better than the recording studio.”

	A faint smile appeared on Harriet’s face.

	“He always complained about the coffee.”

	Eric laughed. “He complained about everything. He still drank it.”

	The laughter was small. Broken. But real. After decades of grief keeping them apart, they were finally together again. It was bringing them back together.

	Dana looked around the table. She realized something. These weren’t former bandmates. They weren’t business partners. They were family. Not by blood. By music.

	Eric looked at Harriet. Then at Vito. Paul. Dana. He quietly placed the silver cross in the center of the table.

	“We made a promise.”

	No one moved.

	“No matter what happened...” His eyes filled with tears. “We stood together.”

	Vito slowly placed his hand beside the cross. Paul followed. Dana hesitated only a moment before adding hers. Harriet looked at the cross.

	Then... Very gently... She laid her hand on top of theirs.

	“I broke that promise. You always thought something wasn’t right, Eric. You hated me.”

	Eric shook his head. “No.” He smiled through tears. “You got lost. And I never hated you, but I knew something wasn’t right when he entrusted me with his will and the trust for Rebecca. He told me, if anything ever happened, that everything went to Rebecca. And I was to deliver that package with the cassette and key and photos when she turned twenty-five.”

	A long silence followed.

	Then Eric looked each of them in the eye. “It’s time to bring our brother home.”

	No one argued. No one hesitated. One by one. They nodded. The Red Wolves had become a band again. Not to make another record. Not to play another show. But to finish the promise they had made twenty-three years earlier. Together!

	“Who is going to call Charlie?” Eric asked.

	“I will.” Paul said.

	“What do we do now?” Harriet asked. “My father is expecting Rebecca to marry Bill tomorrow at noon! I’ve been such a fool. I’m so sorry. I ruined a man’s life. I ruined your lives. I don’t deserve this or any of you.”

	“Hey, like I said, Harriet, you were lost. Victor had us all fooled, including you. What about Rebecca?” Eric wondered aloud.

	“She doesn’t know right now. She can’t. We have to make it look like the wedding is going to happen.”

	“I can get James out of the Haven. We fake a medical emergency that even the Haven isn’t equipped with,” Dana suggested.

	“Can you do that?” Vito asked.

	“I can try!”

	“Do it! I’ll take care of the wedding. We’ll be at the church on sixth. Noon. I cannot tell Rebecca. Please, tell Charlie, I’m sorry. I loved you all through the years. We felt so lonely. Victor had us under control. He bought Don and Louise. Do you know how to get a hold of them?” Harriet asked.

	“Yeah. I do.” Eric smiled.

	“I need to go. If Victor finds out I’m gone too long, he’ll bury me.”

	“Thank you, Harriet. I always thought there was something wrong when he wrote I Saw You Before It Was Too Late. I tried to warn him. He didn’t listen.”

	“He was in love. I was in love. We were in love together. I did love him. I never stopped. My father…” Her voice cracked again. She wiped some tears.

	 

	


Chapter 34

	The bell above the restaurant door rang. Conversation stopped. Two uniformed Boston police officers entered. Behind them... Marcus Kane. He never said a word. He simply folded his hands behind his back. One of the officers looked around the restaurant.

	“Dana Jefferson?”

	The room became still.

	Dana slowly stood. “I’m Dana Jefferson.”

	The older detective stepped forward, removing a folder from beneath his arm. “Ms. Jefferson, we’ve received a complaint alleging that you knowingly violated the confidentiality provisions and fiduciary obligations outlined in your employment agreement with The Haven.”

	Dana stared at him. “What?”

	“You are alleged to have disclosed confidential employment information to unauthorized individuals while under a signed confidentiality agreement.”

	Paul frowned. “She talked to friends.”

	The detective remained composed. “I’m not here to debate the complaint, sir.”

	Dana looked at Marcus. “You.”

	Marcus didn’t respond. The detective continued.

	“At this time, you’re being detained pending questioning.” He paused. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, one will be appointed to you. Do you understand these rights as I have read them?”

	Dana swallowed. “Yes.”

	Vito slammed both hands on the counter. “This is ridiculous!”

	Both officers immediately turned. “Sir...”

	Vito stepped forward. “She didn’t do anything!”

	The younger officer raised a hand. “Sir, I need you to stay back.”

	“No! This is intimidation!” Vito cried. He ripped away from Paul. Paul and Eric ran after him.

	“Bro, don’t. James is alive. Look, we have our brother back. Come on. Please,” Eric pleaded.

	Marcus watched quietly. Emotionless.

	The older detective’s tone hardened. “Mr. Valintinie, if you interfere with a lawful detention, I may have no choice but to detain you as well.”

	Paul grabbed Vito’s arm. “Vito.”

	He didn’t move. 

	Dana looked at him. “It’s okay.”

	“No, it isn’t!”

	Her eyes softened. “If you get arrested too...” She smiled sadly. “Then Victor wins!”

	Those words stopped him. Vito slowly stepped back.

	Marcus finally spoke. His voice was calm. “Wise decision.”

	Dana looked directly at him. “This isn’t about me.”

	Marcus said nothing.

	She continued. “It’s about protecting someone.”

	And for once since being head of security, Marcus didn’t meet her eyes. The detective gently placed a hand near Dana’s elbow.

	“Ma’am.”

	She nodded. “I’ll come willingly.”

	As they reached the door, Dana turned back.

	Her eyes found Eric, Paul, then Vito.

	“Don’t stop. Be here for James. Be here for when he comes home. He’s alive! Find him.”

	“Miss, if you continue, I’ll add obstruction of justice charges!” the detective said.

	“How can you do that?”

	“We have strict orders, Miss.”

	The bell chimed. The restaurant fell silent. Marcus remained only a moment longer. He looked around the room. Almost as though memorizing every face. Then he followed the officers outside.

	Dana struggled a bit before leaving the restaurant. “Remember, he’s alive. At the Haven! Will, he mentioned a will, Rebecca, the songs…”

	Marcus placed his hand over Dana’s mouth in front Donnie and his partner. Donnie shook his head but nodded. Vito saw.

	“You’ve said enough,” Marcus whispered without Donnie or his partner hearing it.

	Dana struggled against his grip, her words reduced to muffled cries.

	The restaurant was completely silent. Vito thrust his head into his hands. Tears slipped down his cheeks. Paul consoled him.

	He quietly reached into his pocket and pulled out the battered silver cross. He stared at it for a long moment before finally speaking. Then said...

	“She’s right.” Silence. He closed his fingers around it. “We’re bringing our brother home.”

	“We’ve been together over two years. We’re getting married. This can’t be happening now! I’m going after her!” Vito promised.

	“Bro, don’t worry. Once we free James, everything will work out, I promise.”

	“How can you promise that, Paul? Huh, unless you have some magic wand, my woman is gone. My soon to be wife. The soon to be mother of my kid!” Vito cried.

	“Um, what?” Eric and Paul asked.

	“Yeah. She’s pregnant! I need her back!”

	“Don’t worry, we’ll get her back, promise!” Paul and Eric swore to him.

	Emily sat outside across the street in her car. She had followed Eric here. Saw all the commotion and knew her story was right. James was alive. She figured she’d let her story do the talking and she’d let the gang led her to the story of century.

	****

	 

	Meanwhile...

	Victor’s study. The telephone rang. Alex Ramsey. Victor answered immediately.

	“Yes.”

	Ramsey didn’t waste time. “The police.”

	Victor looked out over Boston. “I heard.”

	“You involved them?”

	A long silence followed.

	Finally...

	Victor replied quietly. “No.”

	Ramsey frowned. “What do you mean?”

	Victor’s expression never changed. “The police became involved.”

	“They’re intimidating my staff.”

	Victor slowly turned from the window. “Doctor... I suggested that a potential breach of contractual confidentiality be reviewed.”

	A pause.

	“What others chose to do with that information... was their decision.” Ramsey closed his eyes. “You know exactly what you’re doing.”

	Victor answered almost sadly. “I’m preserving twenty-one years of stability by having my Granddaughter, Rebecca marry Bill Masters!”

	Click.

	The line went dead.

	****

	At the Haven

	Doctor Ramsey opened his eyes and shook his head. He ran to Jamie’s room. He was sitting with Sully. They were going over what he was remembering. 

	“A will. A trust. I remembered leaving a will. Everything goes to Rebecca. And songs. My music. Red Wolves. My brothers. I remember! I remember it all! Victor. He, he stole my life. Sully, write all this down. If anything happens, you are the witness.” James heard the door open. Doctor Alex Ramsey stood inside. He saw the notebook in Sully’s hands.

	“Jamie, it’s getting dangerous. I know you are powerful, please let me right this and know what I just said is true?”

	“It is. Doc, I remember it all! Dana, I told Dana this morning. She went to the guys to talk to them. Eric knows where the will and trust is. Rebecca has to listen to the tapes.”

	“She’s marrying Bill Masters in about twenty minutes.”

	“No! If she marries, I can’t get my life back and everything is gone!”

	James looked him in the eye. “Why are you helping me?”

	Ramsey answered... “Because for twenty-one years...” He looked around the room. “I’ve been treating a patient.” Then... He smiled. “Today...” A pause. “I’m helping a father go home.”

	James smiled and nodded at him. Sully was sad to see his best friend go but James promised and swore to him, they would be reunited again, soon.

	“Then, there’s only one thing left to do. Let’s get you the fuck out of here!”

	Jamie smiled.

	“James Deveroix, it’s my honor to discharge the first man ever to leave The Haven healthy!” Alex smiled.

	James nodded.

	“Let’s get you home!”

	 

	


Chapter 35

	It was the day of the wedding, August 1, 2026. It was fifteen minutes before the clock struck noon. Rebecca stood in the fitting room of the church. Her stomach twisted. She turned to her mother. 

	“I know. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Harriet said.

	Claire knelt on the floor to double check the train of the dress. The train was about six rows long. Rebecca frowned. But she had to find it in her heart to be happy. She counted the minutes.

	“Sixteen minutes,” she whispered.

	“Ma’am, Miss Rebecca, if I may? Bill Masters is a brilliant, wonderful man. I’ve been around the wealthiest families of Boston my entire life and the Masters are truly a great family. One of the elites. They will take care of you. I know Bill is a good guy.”

	Rebecca chuckled. She wanted to show Clarie what he had done in the past to her but somehow, she froze. There was no way to paint him as a villain and then paint Victor Hawthorne the villain too. It was just a dreaded day for her. She thought of her father. Anthony. And the music. She listened. But she didn’t have enough time to see the truth. Many of James’ words were confusing. She never got the chance to go through all the albums.

	“It’s time,” Harriet said. “I’m right here. By the way, did you get a chance to listen?”

	“I did.”

	“And?”

	“There was really nothing there. He sounded like he was talking in gibberish. I saw you before it was too late. My little girl will find them somehow. You only taught my songs to survive. That was the big one. I remembered the Quiet Before the Storm. Him and just Uncle Eric. No words though. It left me confused. How am I supposed to reclaim dad’s legacy if I can’t understand the words? I feel like I failed him.”

	“I know, I feel the same.”

	Victor entered the room and extended his hand to Rebecca. Both women had chills and were startled at his presence.

	“Rebecca, like we rehearsed.”

	Rebecca nodded. It should be James walking her down the aisle. But she knew that was not possible. The near touch of Victor’s arm sent shiver down her spine. Harriet followed and they walked the aisle as the music of Here Comes the Bride played.

	“Seven minutes,” Rebecca whispered.

	“What was that?” Victor asked.

	“Nothing. Just seven minutes until I’m Mrs. Bill Masters. That just tickles your fancy, doesn’t it?”

	He pulled her closer to him. He whispered in her ear not caring there were hundreds of eyes upon them.

	“It does. And if you step out of line. Just remember, I am now owner of the Deveroix name, you failed to reclaim James’ legacy. I have won.”

	He released her and smiled at Bill who stepped down from the two white marble steps. She sighed but put on the fakest smile she could muster.

	“I’m sorry,” Bill whispered.

	“Yeah, uh huh.”

	“Look, can we just make this work?”

	“Yeah, look, I know you’re a great guy and you’re a pawn in this too, if I had more time, I just need an hour.”

	“I wish I could help you.”

	They walked up to the altar. The priest stood smiling and began to say the words as he opened the bible.

	“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today. It’s about three minutes to noon, and a bit early, so, thank you all for joining us. We are here to join Miss Rebecca Deveroix and Bill Masters in holy matrimony.”

	The church fell silent. The priest looked around the crowded church before speaking the familiar words.

	“If anyone present knows of any lawful reason why these two should not be joined in holy matrimony, let them speak now...”

	Silence. One second passed. Then another. Rebecca lowered her eyes. Her heart felt numb. The music. The clues. James’ voice. Victor. None of it seemed real anymore. She closed her eyes. Then...

	“I do.”

	The voice was quiet. Older. Weathered by time. Yet unmistakable. Rebecca’s eyes flew open. The congregation turned almost unison toward the rear of the church. Victor didn’t. Not immediately. His fingers slowly tightened around the pew in front of him. He knew that voice. He had spent twenty-one years making certain he would never hear it again.

	Very slowly...

	Victor turned.

	The color drained from his face.

	Standing beneath the open church doors was a man in a charcoal suit that hung a little too loosely across his shoulders. Time had etched gentle lines into his face, and silver now touched the edges of his dark hair. He leaned ever so slightly on a polished wooden cane, his steps measured but determined.

	Resting against his chest... A worn silver cross. Harriet gasped before she even turned. The moment her eyes found him, tears flooded down her cheeks.

	“Oh my gosh!” Her whisper broke into a sob. 

	Rebecca couldn’t breathe. Her knees weakened. The world around her disappeared. There was only one person in the room.

	“Dad...”

	James Deveroix smiled. It was the same smile. The one she remembered from childhood. The smile that had greeted her every time she burst into the music room wearing oversized pink headphones.

	He began walking. Every step echoed through the silent church. No one moved. No one dared. The guests watched as if the impossible unfolded before them.

	James never looked toward Victor. He never looked at the reporters or the guests. His eyes never left Rebecca. When he finally reached her, he stopped only inches away. For a moment... Neither of them spoke. James slowly reached out, his hands trembling ever so slightly as they found hers. His smile widened.

	“Firecracker.”

	Rebecca’s composure shattered. “Dad...”

	She threw her arms around him. James held her as though he feared letting go would make her disappear again. His eyes closed. Twenty-one birthdays. Twenty-one Christmases. Twenty-one years of songs he had never been able to sing to her. Gone. 

	“I’m here,” he whispered, his own voice breaking.

	“I’m finally home.”

	The church remained silent except for the quiet sound of Rebecca crying against his shoulder.

	Behind them, Bill slowly stepped backward.

	His shoulders sagged. His eyes filled with tears. He wasn’t stepping away because he had lost. He was stepping away because he understood. This was never his moment.

	It belonged to a father... And his daughter. James gently kissed Rebecca’s forehead before helping her steady herself. Only then did he turn. 

	His gaze finally met Victor’s. Neither man spoke. They simply looked at one another across the church. Twenty-one years. One stolen life, family, and legacy.

	James finally broke the silence. His voice remained calm. Steady. Unshaken.

	“You took twenty-one years from me.”

	No one breathed.

	Victor’s expression remained carefully composed, but the confidence that had carried him for two decades had vanished.

	James took one slow step toward him. His hand instinctively rested against the silver cross Eric had given him so many years ago.

	His eyes never left Victor’s. “You’re not taking...” He paused. “One more minute.”

	The words settled over the church with a weight no one could ignore. After twenty-one years, Victor Hawthorne had no move left. The game was over.

	Rebecca checked the crowd and her eyes widened when she saw Anthony. Then behind him came Uncle Eric, Vito, Paul, Charlie, Grandpa Don, Grandma Louise. Jane. Her eyes truly widened at Jane.

	“Becks, you did it!” Anthony smiled.

	“Did what? I feel like I failed.” She turned to James. “I didn’t get to the songs in time. It was confusing. The two tracks on the cassette. The songs called; The Truth and Legacy. I’m so sorry.”

	“Don’t worry. I’m home now thanks to Dana Collins and Doctor Alex Ramsey. They took care of me. You did your best. I know you did.”

	James smiled.

	He gently tucked a loose strand of hair behind Rebecca’s ear.

	“Firecracker...”

	She lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

	“For what?”

	“I couldn’t do it.”

	James frowned. “Couldn’t do what?”

	“The songs.” She looked toward the floor. “I didn’t understand them.” Her voice cracked. “I failed you.”

	James smiled. A father’s smile. Warm. Patient. Proud. “No.” He shook his head. “You found exactly what I hoped you’d find.”

	Rebecca looked up. “What?”

	“You found hope.”

	She blinked.

	“I didn’t leave those songs expecting you to solve everything.” He glanced around the church. “I left them because I hoped...” His eyes met hers. “They’d keep you looking.”

	A tear rolled down Rebecca’s cheek. “I never stopped.”

	“I know.” He smiled.

	“They kept me from the truth for twenty-one years. Mother did too. Dad, what do we do?”

	“We go home.”

	“I’ve been trying to get home my whole life.”

	James gently wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

	Then said... “I know.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 36

	The church remained frozen. No one breathed. No one moved. Rebecca clung to James as though letting go would make him disappear again.

	James held her tightly. “I’m here.” His voice trembled. “I’m finally home.”

	Harriet covered her mouth. Twenty-one years... Gone. James slowly looked at her. Their eyes met. So much pain. So many unanswered questions. Neither spoke. Not yet.

	This moment belonged to Rebecca. Only after James finally released his daughter did another voice break the silence.

	“Victor Hawthorne.”

	Every head turned. Two Boston detectives stood at the rear of the church. Several uniformed officers quietly entered behind them. No lights. No shouting. No drawn weapons. Just quiet authority.

	Detective Donnie Silver removed a folded warrant. “Victor Hawthorne...” He stepped forward. “You are under arrest.”

	The guests erupted into whispers. Victor didn’t. He simply straightened his jacket. Smoothed his cuff. Looked once toward James. Then toward Rebecca. Finally... Toward Harriet. A faint smile crossed his face. Not one of victory. One of resignation.

	“So...” He said quietly, “This is how it ends.” 

	The detective stepped beside him. “It doesn’t have to become a spectacle.”

	Victor nodded once. “It never was.”

	He calmly offered his wrists. The handcuffs clicked shut. No struggle. No resistance. No final speech. Victor Hawthorne walked through the church exactly as he had lived. With dignity. Only now... He walked without power.

	As he passed Harriet... She stepped into his path.

	He looked at her. “My daughter.”

	Harriet stared at him for a long moment.

	Then...

	Smack!

	The sound echoed through the Church. Victor slowly turned his head back toward her. A bright red mark spread across his cheek.

	Tears streamed down Harriet’s face. “You lose...” Her voice shook. “I am no longer your daughter. I am a Deveroix and you can never hurt us again!”

	Victor said nothing. He had no move left. The officers quietly escorted him toward the doors. He never looked back.

	Harriet remained standing in the aisle. She slowly turned. James was watching her. She walked toward him. Every step seemed heavier than the last. When she finally reached him. She broke.

	“I’m so.” She couldn’t breathe. “So sorry.”

	James looked at her for a long time. Then, he gently took her hands. “I know.”

	Two words. No accusation. No anger. Only understanding. 

	Harriet collapsed against him, sobbing. James simply held her. Because he finally understood something too. Victor hadn’t stolen twenty-one years from just him. He had stolen twenty-one years from all of them.

	Behind them, Bill stood frozen. His tuxedo suddenly felt too large. His world... Too small. He looked at Victor being led away in handcuffs. Then at Rebecca. Then at James. His breathing became shallow.

	“No...”

	Rebecca looked at him with tears still in her eyes. “Bill...”

	He shook his head. “You were dead.”

	James said nothing. Bill laughed. Not because anything was funny. Because nothing made sense anymore.

	“You were dead.” His laughter disappeared as quickly as it came. “You were supposed to be dead.” His knees weakened. “I...” He looked toward Victor. “He told me...” His voice broke. “He told me everything would be okay.”

	Rebecca’s heart sank.

	Bill looked at her. “They’re going to cut me off.” Silence. “My father...” He swallowed. “If I don’t marry you...” His entire body trembled. “I lose everything.”

	He reached for Rebecca’s hands. Not aggressively. Desperately.

	“Please.”

	James instinctively stepped forward.

	Detective Donnie Silver quietly placed a hand in front of James. “I’ve got this.”

	James stopped.

	Donnie slowly approached Bill. “No sudden movements.”

	Bill wasn’t listening. “I’ve got nothing.”

	He looked at Rebecca. “No family. No money. No future. I gave everything...” His voice cracked. “For this wedding, for that man.”

	Rebecca’s eyes filled with tears. “Bill...”

	He dropped to his knees. “I don’t know who I am anymore.”

	The church became silent. Even the reporters outside seemed far away. Anthony quietly stepped forward. He didn’t stand in front of Rebecca. He stood beside Bill. Bill looked up. Confused. Anthony extended his hand.

	Bill stared at it. “Why?”

	Anthony smiled sadly. “Because someone should have done this for me once.”

	Bill’s composure shattered. He buried his face in his hands and sobbed. Real sobs. Years of pressure, expectations, living for a family name instead of himself.

	James slowly walked toward him. Donnie glanced back. James gave him a reassuring nod. Donnie lowered his hand. James knelt in front of Bill. Not as an enemy. As a father.

	Bill couldn’t even look at him. “I loved her.”

	James nodded. “I know.”

	“I really did.”

	“I know.”

	Bill finally looked up. “They’re going to take everything.”

	James thought for a long moment. Then quietly said...

	“You gave my daughter twenty years of kindness.”

	Bill blinked.

	“You protected her in the only way you knew how.”

	Another pause. “If the Masters family turns their back on you...” James smiled gently. “Mine won’t.”

	Bill stared at him.

	James continued. “But hear me.”

	His voice became firmer.

	“If you ever try to interfere with my Rebecca...” He paused for a moment.  “Or frighten her...” Another pause. “Or keep her from living the life she chooses...”

	Bill nodded before James could finish. “I won’t.”

	James extended his hand. “Then stand up.”

	Bill hesitated. Then accepted it. James pulled him to his feet. Anthony stepped beside them. Without saying a word, he placed a hand on Bill’s shoulder. Not as a rival. As another man who understood heartbreak. Bill broke down again.

	This time, he wasn’t crying because he’d lost Rebecca. He was crying because, finally, someone had offered him grace instead of a transaction.

	Outside, camera flashes exploded. Emily looked through the church doors. Reporters. Television crews. Helicopters circling overhead.

	Emily Freemont laughed softly. “The story of the century.” Then she looked back at James. At Rebecca. At Harriet. At the Red Wolves gathered together once more. She smiled. “No.” She picked up her notebook. “This is the story of a family that finally came home.”

	The guests slowly began leaving the church. Reporters waited outside. Police escorted Victor away. 

	Rebecca stepped outside into the summer sunshine. Anthony stood quietly beneath one of the old oak trees. He hadn’t moved. He simply waited. Rebecca walked toward him. Neither of them spoke at first.

	Anthony smiled. “I guess your wedding didn’t exactly go as planned.”

	Rebecca laughed through her tears.

	“No...” She wiped her eyes. “But that’s okay, I’m free now and have my father!”

	Anthony nodded. “I'm glad your dad came home.”

	Rebecca looked back toward the church doors. “Thank you!”

	Silence settled comfortably between them.

	Anthony rubbed the back of his neck. “So...”

	Rebecca looked at him. “I've had this speech planned for months.” She laughed. “You rehearsed it?”

	“A hundred times.”

	“And now?”

	“I forgot every word.”

	She laughed harder.

	Anthony smiled. “I only remember one.”

	He stepped closer. No pressure. No expectations. Just hope.

	“Rebecca Deveroix...” He took her hand. “When all of this settles down...” He smiled nervously. “Would you let me earn the right to call you my girl?”

	Rebecca’s eyes filled again. Not from sadness. From relief.

	She smiled. “I thought you’d never ask.”

	She wrapped her arms around him. Anthony held her gently.

	Behind them...

	Bill quietly smiled. James noticed. He walked over. James rested a hand on his shoulder.

	“What happens now?”

	Bill sighed. “I go home.” Another pause. “My father...” He looked toward the police cars. “He’ll probably disown me.”

	James smiled gently. “Then let’s go find out.”

	Bill blinked. “You’d do that?”

	“You stood beside Rebecca for twenty years.” James nodded. “I think I owe you the walk home.”

	****

	Masters Estate

	The massive front doors opened before Bill reached them. Evan Masters stood there with a smile on his face.

	Bill froze. “I’m...” He couldn’t finish.

	Evan stepped down the stairs.

	Bill braced himself. “I’m sorry.”

	Silence. Then... Evan laughed. Bill stared.

	“What?”

	Evan shook his head. “You honestly think I wanted that merger?”

	Bill blinked. “I...”

	Evan looked toward James. Then back at his son.

	“I wanted you to be happy.” Another pause. “I wanted hockey more than politics. Victor, he tried getting the Bruins. He thought he was getting us. He split us apart. You lived there for many years, son.”

	James smiled. “Hockey?”

	Evan laughed. “I hate politics.”

	Bill stared. “I always thought...”

	“You thought Victor spoke for me.” Evan shook his head. “He never did.” He opened his arms. “Come here.”

	Bill’s composure shattered. He stepped into his father’s embrace.

	“I’m sorry.”

	Evan hugged him tightly. “You’ve got nothing to apologize for.”

	He looked over Bill’s shoulder at James. “I suppose...” He smiled warmly. “I owe you a thank you.”

	James chuckled. “For what?”

	“For giving me my son back.”

	James smiled. “I know what it’s like to lose family.”

	Evan nodded. “And now?”

	James looked toward Rebecca, laughing with Anthony across the lawn.

	“Now...”

	His smile widened. “We reinvent.”

	****

	The Deveroix Estate

	And James, Rebecca, and Anthony arrived at the Deveroix estate safely this time as Anthony drove him and Bill to the Masters’ estate, James looks at Anthony.

	Anthony instinctively straightens up, a little nervous as they exited the truck and walked the grounds towards the doors where Fergeson stood with a smile.

	James smiled.

	“So...”

	Anthony swallowed.

	James extended his hand. “Take good care of my Firecracker.”

	Anthony shook his hand. “Every day.”

	James nodded once. That’s all he needed to hear. No interrogation. No lecture. Just a father who recognized the man his daughter chose.

	 

	


Chapter 37

	Three Days Later

	Three days since James Deveroix had walked back into the lives of everyone who had refused to forget him.

	The world hadn’t stopped talking. Television vans lined the road outside the estate. Helicopters circled overhead from sunrise until sunset. Reporters stood behind barricades hoping for a glimpse of the man who had somehow returned after twenty-one years.

	Every headline carried a different version of the same story.

	ROCK LEGEND FOUND ALIVE?

	THE TWENTY-ONE YEAR MYSTERY.

	VICTOR HAWTHORNE’S EMPIRE COLLAPSES.

	Inside the estate... None of it mattered. The music room echoed with laughter. Eric sat behind the old drum kit, lazily tapping a rhythm while Charlie tuned his bass. Paul and Vito argued over whose guitar had gone out of tune first.

	“It wasn’t mine.”

	“It was definitely yours.”

	James laughed from the piano. “You two haven’t changed.”

	“Nope.”

	Eric grinned. “And neither have you.”

	James smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

	Harriet stood quietly in the doorway watching them. Twenty-one years... Gone. Yet somehow... It felt as though rehearsal had only been postponed.

	Rebecca leaned against the piano, smiling as her father stumbled through an old Red Wolves intro before stopping halfway through.

	“I forgot the bridge.”

	Eric laughed. “You wrote it!”

	“I know.” James rubbed his forehead. “My brain remembers pieces.”

	Paul smiled. “We’ve got time.”

	James looked around the room. And now, for once, he believed him.

	Later that afternoon...

	Rebecca stepped into the library carrying her phone. She looked toward her father.

	“You ready?”

	James closed the book resting in his lap. “I think so.” He smiled. “Call her.”

	Rebecca pressed Emily’s name. The phone rang only once.

	“Hello?”

	Rebecca smiled. “You’ve been waiting.”

	Emily laughed. “You have no idea.”

	Rebecca glanced around the library. James sat beside Harriet near the fireplace. His cane rested against the chair beside him. Don and Louise shared the sofa. Ferguson quietly served coffee as though none of the world’s attention existed beyond the estate gates.

	Bill had stopped by earlier that morning. Anthony had only just left after promising Rebecca dinner once things finally settled. The house... Finally felt alive again. Rebecca looked toward her father. He smiled and gave a small nod.

	“My dad wants you to have the first interview.”

	Silence.

	Emily gasped. “Me? First.” She laughed nervously. “Why?”

	Rebecca smiled. “Because while everyone else was chasing headlines...” She looked toward James. “You were chasing the truth.”

	Emily’s eyes filled instantly. “I...” Her voice caught. “I don’t even know what to say.”

	James reached for the phone. “Emily?”

	Her breath caught. “James.”

	He smiled. “I’ve heard wonderful things about you.”

	Emily laughed through her tears. “I still can’t believe I’m talking to you.”

	James chuckled. “I’m still getting used to it myself.”

	That earned a laugh from everyone in the room. Then James grew serious.

	“I’d like you to tell our story.”

	Emily nodded. “You trust me?”

	James looked around the room. At Rebecca. Harriet. His parents. His brothers. The family that Victor had tried to erase.

	“I don’t want the first interview to be about the scandal.” He smiled. “I want it to be about hope.”

	Emily wiped away another tear. “I promise.”

	James nodded. “I know.”

	 

	An Hour Later

	Ferguson opened the front door. “Miss Emily.”

	Emily stepped inside carrying only a recorder, a notebook, and one camera. She looked around in amazement. The estate was beautiful. But it wasn’t the mansion that caught her attention. It was the laughter. Real laughter. Coming from somewhere deeper inside the house.

	Ferguson smiled. “They’re in the music room.”

	Emily followed him down the hallway to the basement stairs. She stopped in the doorway.

	James sat at the piano. Eric was behind the drums. Charlie rested against his bass. Paul tuned one guitar while Vito tuned another.

	Rebecca leaned over the piano laughing about something only her father had said. Harriet stood beside the fireplace with a cup of coffee. No one noticed Emily.

	For a moment... She didn’t say a word. She simply watched. This wasn’t a comeback. It wasn’t a publicity event. It was a family rediscovering itself.

	Ferguson quietly whispered, “I believe this is the first rehearsal they’ve had in twenty-one years.”

	Emily smiled. “And it’s beautiful.”

	Only then did James look toward the doorway. “Emily.”

	She smiled. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

	James laughed. “Actually...” He glanced around the room. “I think you’re right on time.”

	 

	The Interview

	Emily sat across from James in the music room. The grand piano rested beside him. The silver cross hung once again around his neck. Rebecca sat nearby. Harriet quietly watched.

	Emily switched on her recorder. She smiled. “So...” She laughed nervously. “Where do we even begin?”

	James looked toward the piano. Then at Rebecca. Then back to Emily. His smile returned.

	“I think it begins with a little girl I used to call Firecracker.”

	Emily lowered her eyes. She knew. She already had the opening sentence of her career.

	 

	The Headline

	Instead of something sensational...

	Emily wrote: HE CAME HOME

	After twenty-one years, James Deveroix’s greatest encore wasn’t on a stage. It was walking home to his family.

	 

	


Chapter 38

	Four days had passed since the wedding.

	Four days since Victor Hawthorne had been led from Saint Matthew’s Cathedral in handcuffs. Three days after James Deveroix had walked back into his daughter’s life.

	The nightmares hadn’t stopped. James jerked upright. His lungs burned. Water. Cold. Darkness. Everything came rushing at him at the same time. It had been the same for the last twenty-one years. His hands clawed at the blankets as though searching for the surface.

	“No...” He gasped. “No...”

	His chest rose and fell violently. For one terrifying moment, he couldn’t tell whether he was in the Charles River... or his own bed.

	The room slowly came into focus. The old study. The leather sofa Ferguson had insisted on being replaced with a proper bed.  Bookshelves. The fireplace. The grandfather clock was quietly ticking in the corner.

	James closed his eyes. His breathing slowly steadied. Another nightmare. Another trip back to Route One.

	He rubbed both hands over his face.

	The medications were leaving his system now. Doctor Alex Ramsey had arranged for specialists to oversee the slow detox at the estate, warning them that memories would continue surfacing in fragments. Some would be beautiful. Others... Wouldn’t.

	James glanced toward the clock. 3:17 a.m. Everyone was asleep. His parents. Rebecca. Harriet. Even Ferguson had finally gone to bed after refusing to leave the estate for nearly three days.

	James smiled faintly. Some things never changed. He reached for the cane resting beside the bed. His legs still weren’t as steady as they once were. Twenty-one years in a facility had taken their toll. Some days were better than others. Tonight... Wasn’t one of them.

	He quietly made his way into the hallway. The old house welcomed him with familiar creaks beneath every careful step. Every sound stirred another memory. Rebecca running through the halls. Harriet laughing somewhere downstairs. Band rehearsals that lasted until sunrise.

	Life.

	He reached the staircase and slowly descended. One hand rested on the polished banister. The other gripped the cane. When he reached the bottom... He didn’t think. His feet simply carried him where they always had.

	The music room. He pushed open the door. Moonlight spilled through the tall windows, casting silver ribbons across the polished floor. The grand piano waited for exactly where he’d left it.

	Only... Everything felt different. James slowly walked toward it. His fingertips brushed across the worn wood. He smiled sadly.

	“So...” he whispered. “It’s just us tonight.”

	For years this room had never been empty. Eric tuning his drums. Paul arguing over lyrics. Vito telling terrible jokes. Charlie pretending he wasn’t laughing. Harriet curled up on the couch with a book while Rebecca danced around the room wearing oversized pink headphones that barely stayed on her little head.

	Now... Only silence answered him. James lowered himself carefully onto the piano bench. He didn’t lift the lid. He simply rested both hands against the cool wood.

	“I missed you.” His voice cracked. “So much.”

	A single tear slipped down his cheek. He wasn’t crying for the concerts. Or the albums, the fame. He was crying for twenty-one ordinary years, mornings, birthdays, and chances to sit in this room with his family.

	Gone.

	He bowed his head. Quietly... He prayed.

	“Lord...” His voice barely rose above a whisper. “I don’t know why I’m here.” A shaky breath escaped him. “But thank you for bringing me home.”

	He closed his eyes. “And thank you...” His fingers instinctively found the silver cross resting against his chest. “For never letting Rebecca stop looking.”

	The room remained silent. Then... A floorboard creaked behind him. James looked over his shoulder. Harriet stood in the doorway. A soft gray blouse hung loosely and power gray dress slacks covered her legs. Her hair fell naturally around her face. She looked tired. Older. Beautiful.

	She smiled gently. “I thought I’d find you here.”

	James returned the smile. “Yeah. I, I couldn’t sleep.”

	Neither of them moved. Silence stood between them.

	Finally...

	Harriet stepped inside. “I don’t know how to do this.”

	James looked back at the piano. “Neither do I.”

	She walked farther into the room. Her eyes fell to the coffee table. It was still there. She smiled sadly.

	“You always left your coffee right there.”

	James chuckled. “I still drink it black.”

	She laughed through the tears gathering in her eyes. “I remembered.”

	Silence settled over the room once more. Not awkward. Not painful. Simply... Quiet. Harriet slowly sat beside him on the piano bench. Neither reached for the keys. Neither reached for the other. They simply sat together. Looking out through the windows at the sleeping estate. Finally... James spoke.

	“Did you ever stop loving me?”

	Harriet answered before he had even finished asking. “No.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “I stopped believing.”

	James lowered his head. Victor hadn’t stolen her love. He had stolen her hope. James slowly reached across the space between them. Not to embrace her. Only to take her trembling hand.

	She looked down at their hands intertwined. Then she broke. Years of guilt poured from her in silent tears.

	James gently squeezed her fingers. “I’m here.”

	Harriet nodded, unable to speak. “I so glad. We just, we just need to rediscover ourselves.”

	Another long silence followed.

	James smiled softly. “We can’t get twenty-one years back.”

	Harriet wiped her eyes. “No.”

	He looked upstairs toward the rooms where Rebecca and his parents slept peacefully.

	Then he looked back at Harriet.

	“But...” His smile grew warmer. “We can make new time.”

	Harriet leaned her head gently against his shoulder.

	And now, suddenly, neither of them felt alone. Outside, the first hint of dawn began to brighten the Boston sky. And inside the music room, a family, long separated by lies, finally began the quiet work of finding their way home. 

	 

	
Chapter 39

	The morning sunlight poured through the tall windows of the Deveroix Estate library.

	For once in years, the room felt alive.

	Coffee cups sat scattered across the table while newspapers covered nearly every inch of polished mahogany. Every front page carried the same photograph.

	JAMES DEVEREOIX RETURNS.

	James sat quietly at the head of the table, his cane resting beside his chair. The lingering effects of twenty-one years of medication still weighed heavily on him. His body tired easily, and memories continued surfacing without warning, but each morning he felt a little stronger than the day before.

	Rebecca sat beside him. Harriet quietly read one of the newspapers while Ferguson served fresh coffee.

	Across the room, Eric, Paul, Vito, Charlie, Anthony, Emily, Don, and Louise talked quietly among themselves. Emily sat near them as well.

	Only one chair remained empty. Vito couldn’t stop looking at it.

	James noticed. “Something’s wrong.”

	The room fell quiet.

	Vito lowered his eyes. “Dana.”

	James frowned. “She’s still being held.”

	Silence settled over the room.

	Rebecca looked toward her father. “Because she helped you.”

	Paul nodded slowly. “Victor made sure she became the example.”

	James leaned back in his chair. His smile disappeared. “No.”

	Everyone looked at him.

	“No one spends another day paying for what Victor did.”

	Harriet immediately understood. “I’ve already spoken with our attorneys.”

	James nodded appreciatively. “Good.”

	Emily lowered her notebook. “I’ve been talking to a few people too.”

	James looked at her. “The detectives?”

	She smiled. “They’re starting to realize someone was pulling strings.”

	Harriet folded the newspaper closed. “The complaint against Dana is already beginning to fall apart.”

	James stood carefully, using his cane for balance. “I’m going.”

	Rebecca stood with him. “Dad, you don’t have to.”

	He smiled gently. “Yes...” He looked around the room. “I do.”

	****

	Boston City Jail

	Dana sat quietly on the narrow cot inside the holding cell. She hadn’t cried since the first night. She simply waited. The heavy steel door opened.

	“Dana Jefferson?”

	She looked up. “Yes?”

	“You have visitors.”

	Dana frowned. “I don’t have any family.”

	The correctional officer smiled. “I think you’ll want to see these ones.”

	A few moments later, Dana stepped into the visitation room. She stopped in the doorway. Vito stood waiting. The moment their eyes met, every ounce of strength she had been holding onto disappeared. He smiled.

	“I told you.”

	Dana laughed through tears. “Told me what?”

	“We’d bring our brother home.”

	She nodded. “You did.”

	Vito reached across the table and gently took her hand. “And now...” His voice softened. “We’re bringing you home.”

	Dana squeezed his hand tightly. “I was so afraid.”

	“I know.”

	“I thought I ruined everything.”

	“You saved everything.”

	A familiar voice came from behind her. “No...”

	Dana slowly turned. James stood in the doorway beside Harriet. He leaned lightly on his cane, but his smile was warm.

	“You saved me.”

	Dana stared at him in disbelief. “I...” She couldn’t find the words.

	James stepped closer. “For twenty-one years...” His voice caught. “People looked at me and saw a patient.” He smiled gently. “You looked at me...” A tear rolled down his cheek. “And saw a father.”

	Dana covered her mouth as tears spilled freely down her face. “I couldn’t leave you there.”

	James nodded. “I know.” He reached out and took both of her hands. “Thank you.”

	Before Dana could answer, another door opened. One of the detectives entered carrying a folder. Detective Donnie Silver smiled.

	“Miss Jefferson...” He looked down at the paperwork before looking back up. “The district attorney has reviewed the complaint.” He closed the folder. “The allegations are being dismissed.”

	Dana blinked. “What?”

	“The evidence doesn’t support criminal charges.”

	Harriet smiled. “Our attorneys helped make that very clear.”

	Donnie nodded. “And a few people finally started telling the truth.” He stepped aside. “You’re free to go.”

	Dana stood frozen. She looked at Vito. Then at James. Then at Harriet. “I...” She laughed through tears. “I’m really going home?”

	James smiled. 

	Vito slipped his arm around Dana’s shoulders as they walked toward the exit together.

	And now everything he worked for, Victor Hawthorne’s empire, had begun to crumble. No one was walking away. They were all walking toward the same place. Home.

	The courthouse doors swung open. Warm July sunlight spilled across the front steps. Dana stopped. For a long moment, she simply stood there, eyes closed, feeling the breeze against her face. Freedom. She had almost forgotten what it felt like.

	Vito stood beside her, never taking his eyes off her. “You okay?”

	Dana laughed softly through her tears. “I forgot how the sun feels.”

	He smiled. “I was hoping you’d get a chance to remember.”

	Behind them, James stepped out with Harriet, Rebecca, Anthony, Eric, Paul, Charlie, Don, Louise, Emily, and Ferguson.

	No reporters. No cameras. Just family. James leaned lightly on his cane and looked at Dana.

	“Welcome home.”

	She smiled. “Thank you.”

	James nodded. “Now.” He looked toward Vito. “You two have some catching up to do.”

	He gently squeezed Harriet’s hand and led the others a respectful distance away. 

	Only Vito remained. 

	Dana looked at him. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”

	“I’ve been thinking.”

	She smiled. “That’s dangerous.”

	He laughed. “It usually is.”

	Then... His smile faded. “I almost lost you.”

	Dana reached for his hand. “But you didn’t.”

	“I know.” He swallowed. “But I realized something.” He slowly reached into his jacket pocket.

	Dana grinned. “Vito?”

	He dropped to one knee.

	Paul immediately slapped Eric’s arm. “I knew it!”

	Eric grinned. “About time.”

	Charlie laughed. “I was wondering how long he’d carry that ring around.”

	Dana’s eyes widened. “You’ve been carrying that?”

	Vito nodded. “For six months.”

	She laughed through her tears. “You idiot.”

	“I know. I wanted everything to be perfect.” He looked around. “It isn’t.”

	She smiled. “Yes!”

	He opened the small velvet box. Inside rested a simple white gold ring.

	“I don’t have a speech anymore.”

	Dana wiped another tear away.

	“I had one.” He laughed. “I forgot every word. So...” He looked up at her. “Dana Marie Jefferson...” His voice trembled. “I don’t care where we live. I don’t care what job I have. I don’t care how many pizzas I have to make.”

	The group behind them smiled.

	“I just know I never want another day without you.” He took a slow breath. “Will you marry me?”

	Dana didn’t answer. She simply dropped to her knees in front of him. Wrapped both arms around him. And kissed him. When she finally pulled away... She smiled through happy tears.

	“Yes!” she said. She touched his head. “And I love you anyway.” She looked into his eyes. “Yes.”

	The word had barely left her lips before cheers erupted behind them. Paul whooped loud enough for half of downtown Boston to hear. Charlie clapped Vito on the back. Eric wiped away a tear and laughed.

	“Another wedding...”

	James smiled at Harriet.

	Vito slipped the ring onto Dana’s finger. Then looked toward James.

	James smiled warmly. “I think your timing was perfect.”

	Vito grinned. “I learned from the best.”

	James laughed. “I never proposed outside a courthouse.”

	“No...” Vito smirked. “You interrupted one inside a church.”

	The entire group burst into laughter. After what felt like an eternity, the sound wasn’t filled with pain. It was filled with hope.

	 

	


Epilogue

	August 9, 2026

	By August ninth, Boston had begun its slow turn toward autumn. The long summer evenings were still warm, but there was something different in the air. A subtle change in the breeze. A warning that summer would not last forever.

	Neither would the shock.

	Victor Hawthorne’s arrest had sent ripples through Boston society.

	The court had set September for the final judgment. James, Harriet, Rebecca, and Dana had all been ordered to appear. There would be questions and consequences.

	But not tonight.

	Tonight, the Deveroix estate was quiet.

	Rebecca had already begun assuming early emergency control of the estate. At last, the decisions about her future belonged to her. James had watched it happen with a pride he couldn’t hide.

	Harriet wasn’t quite sure where she belonged anymore. She still lived in the house, but the power she’d once held over Rebecca was gone. Perhaps that was something they would have to figure out together.

	A knock sounded at the front door.

	Rebecca looked toward James. “I’ll get it.”

	James smiled. “I know who it is.”

	Rebecca raised an eyebrow. “You do?”

	James chuckled. “I’m your father. I’m allowed to know these things.”

	Rebecca rolled her eyes and opened the door.

	Anthony stood on the other side. He smiled. “Hi.”

	Rebecca couldn’t help smiling back. “Um, hi.” 

	Anthony glanced past her. James was standing in the hallway. Harriet stood farther behind him. Anthony straightened.

	“Mr. Deveroix. Mrs. Deveroix.”

	James smiled warmly. “Anthony.”

	Harriet gave him a cautious nod.

	Anthony smiled politely. “I was hoping I could steal Rebecca for a few minutes.”

	James laughed. “She’s not property.”

	Anthony smiled. “Good. I was hoping she’d come willingly.”

	Rebecca laughed.

	“Come on.”

	She took his hand. They walked through the gardens. The fountain was running softly beneath the evening sky. Rebecca stopped beside the old bench. Her father’s bench. The place where James had spent countless hours writing music.

	Anthony looked at her. “Do you remember when I told you I had something for you?”

	Rebecca “Yes.”

	“Back at the hospital.”

	Her eyes widened. “You still have it?”

	Anthony smiled. “I told you I’d keep it safe.”

	He reached into his pocket. Then he pulled out a small piece of thin leather cord. At the center hung a diamond-shaped black onyx charm.

	Rebecca stared. Her breath caught. “Anthony...”

	Rebecca touched the charm. “It’s beautiful.”

	Anthony moved behind her. “May I?”

	She nodded. He carefully slipped the cord around her neck and tied it. The onyx charm settled against her chest. Rebecca looked down at it. Then back at him. Her eyes filled with tears.

	“I love it.”

	Anthony smiled. “I hoped you would.”

	Rebecca stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. Anthony held her tightly. She pulled back just enough to look at him. Then she kissed him. When they finally separated, Anthony glanced toward the house. James was standing near the bench. Harriet stood beside him. Anthony took a breath.

	“There’s something I need to do.”

	Rebecca smiled. “What?”

	He took her hand and led her back toward the house. They stopped in front of James and Harriet. Anthony stood a little straighter.

	“Mr. and Mrs. Deveroix...”

	James raised an eyebrow. 

	Anthony glanced at Rebecca. Then back at her parents. “May I date your daughter?”

	Rebecca’s eyes widened. James broke into a grin. Harriet looked surprised.

	Anthony continued. “I assure you, I’m not just a bartender.”

	James laughed. “I figured that out.”

	Harriet studied him for a moment. Then she looked at Rebecca. Rebecca was smiling. Really smiling. Not the smile she had learned to wear for society. Not the smile expected of an heiress. Her own.

	Harriet’s expression softened. “Then I suppose you have our blessing.”

	James nodded. “You have mine.”

	Anthony smiled. “Thank you.”

	Anthony turned to Rebecca. “I know you just got out of a controlling relationship. If you’re not ready, I understand.”

	“I’m ready. I know you’re different.” She placed a hand on her left arm, glanced down and saw the flashback of Bill but quickly dismissed it and turned back to Anthony. He placed a hand on her arm as well.

	“I will never hurt you.”

	“I know.”

	James stepped forward and offered his hand. Anthony shook it.

	Then James pulled him into a brief hug. “Take care of my Firecracker.”

	Anthony smiled. “I will.”

	Rebecca groaned. “Dad.”

	James laughed. “What?”

	“You just had to call me that.”

	“It’s your name.”

	“Yes, but I thought it was just between us.”

	James looked at Anthony. “Good luck.”

	Everyone laughed.

	Rebecca looked down at the onyx resting against her heart. And now, the future didn’t feel like something was waiting to happen to her. It belonged to her. She looked at her father. Her mother. Anthony. She’d almost lost the home. She’d almost forgotten the family. And she smiled.

	Boston’s summer was winding down. But for Rebecca Deveroix. Her life was finally beginning.
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	But I have since beaten the cancer. I got the all clear January 15, 2025. My final petscan was December 31, 2024. I have to thank my adopted mum from PA, Marcie Smith. Her along with my hubby, my son, the Tuxedo cat, Skunky Luke, Dawn and Ethan Leaf, Danielle Swartz, Brooke Rennier, and others who have helped us along the way during this Battle. 

	I started on Rebecca’s story back in January/February 2026, I believe. It’s taken a while for me to recover. Still in recovery. I’m now legally disabled and have been approved by the Michigan Social Security Administration for disability. It truly sucks but I’m officially retired hehe however, I still have daily battles, and this is why I use AI now to help me design. And to help me write with ideas and timelines, etc. I’m proud to AI programs such as Chatgpt, KlingAI, and Google Flow. 

	There is nothing like it in the world to see your characters come to life even if made by AI.

	Also, thanks to my bestest, first ARC Reader, Kris Sweet!

	With all my heartfelt thanks,

	C.A. Michaels
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There are few spectacles more fascinating to socxety
than a daughter msed for greatness.”

“C. A, MICHAELS
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