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	PART ONE

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	He turned along the road, the freezing rain pelting his back, and pulling his collar higher around his neck, glanced up and saw it just ahead. Not long now and he’d be shucking off his soggy clothing and getting warm in front of the fireplace he knew would be roaring merrily in its place.

	He arrived at the fence, and with two hands on the top, pushed his right foot into it and hauled himself over, landing with a dull thud. His backpack fell to the ground beside him, and he pulled his hood back over his rain covered face before picking it up. Hurrying across the yard to the house, he dug into his right jacket pocket for the keys. He had his own set; had for some time.

	He slung his backpack over his shoulder, rushed down the stairs to the basement door, and turned on the small flashlight attached to the ring of keys. He inserted the first key into the first lock and turned it. After pulling it out, he selected the second key and unlocked the second deadbolt, and with the third key, he inserted it into the third lock but heard a click louder than the one at his hand.

	“Hold it right there. Let me see your hands.”

	The man slowly raised his hands. His heart pounded under his ribcage, but his lips slid into a sly smile. Turning around, he blinked at the flashlights the two officers were aiming at him. “And what can I do for you this fine night, officers?”

	The female officer spoke into her radio. “This is Officer Biedermeier. We’ve got a prowler on a break and enter in progress on the Upper East Side.”

	“Prowler on a break and enter?” the man mocked. “I’m neither. I have keys and permission to be here. In fact, my key is still in the lock.” He turned sideways and pointed to the door. “Three deadbolts, three keys. She keeps the basement locked up tight.”

	Hesitating, the young officer lowered his weapon. “We’re taking you in. You jumped the fence and now you’re trying to break in. Do you live here?”

	“No, I don’t,” the man said confidently. “But I know who does and she’s waiting for me.”

	“Prove you’ve got the right keys,” Biedermeier said. “Open the door.”

	He looked at her but only smiled.

	“Go on, young man.” Biedermeier approached him slowly. “Finish unlocking the door. If you can open it, we’ll chat to the owner. If you can’t, we’ll take you in.”

	Smiling, the man cockily turned back to the door, removed his key and turned the handle.

	The door wouldn’t budge.

	He frowned. “What?” Trying again, he turned the knob and leant against the door. “She must have the metal bars in place. I know I opened the locks.”

	“Clearly not,” Biedermeier said. “You’ll have to come with us.”

	Puzzled, the man retrieved his key and turned. “I’m still not breaking and entering. She probably hasn’t removed the bars yet. I’m going to call her.” As he reached into his jacket pocket, the two officers raised their guns. “Whoa, easy.” He raised his hands. “It’s just the phone, see.” Waving his right hand, he added, “Just let me call her and if she doesn’t answer, I’ll come peacefully.”

	Biedermeier nodded, and watched him make the call, but saw his brows furrowing that the call wasn’t going through.

	“Are you home? I’m trying to get in, but the bars are down, and I’ve got two cops in my face wanting to arrest me. Are you home?” Sighing, he ended the call. “Looks like she’s not home, so I guess I’ll come peacefully.” He slid his phone into his pocket and tightened the collar of his coat. “Lead the way, officers.”

	With one in front and one behind, they hurried to the back fence and deftly vaulted over.

	“Couldn’t we’ve just opened the gate,” the male officer complained.

	“You can’t. She keeps it padlocked,” the man replied, stopping at the back door of the police cruiser while Biedermeier opened it and waved him in. “This’ll be fun.” The man grinned and climbed in. On the way to the station, he tried to engage them in conversation. “So, how long have the two of you been on the job? Do you like it? I considered becoming a cop once.”

	Biedermeier’s gaze flickered to the rearview to glance at him, but she remained silent.

	The young male officer, however, took the bait. “Breaking into houses is a hobby, then, or did you consider breaking and entering at the same time you considered becoming a cop?”

	“Good question,” the man said. “But I wasn’t breaking and entering. I have keys, and I have permission to be there.”

	“Yet you can’t even get the homeowner on the phone to tell her you’re waiting for her. And if those so-called metals bars were in place, she clearly didn’t want you there.” Biedermeier turned into a parking space out the front of the precinct. “And now we get to take you in and charge you.” She alighted and opened the back door.

	“With what?” the man asked, sliding out of the car. “You haven’t even cuffed me, so have you even arrested me?”

	She rolled her eyes. “Oh, such a moral dilemma.” Gripping his arm, she escorted him inside and led him to a cell. There was only one other occupied with a passed out drunk. Quiet for that time of night.

	“Biedermeier, Vasquez. What’s his name?” the booking clerk asked them. “And why’s he still got his bag?”

	“Hey, kid, what’s your name?” Biedermeier turned around to see him lay his coat over the bench next to his bag, and noticed he was tall and slim.

	He smoothed his short brown wavy hair and blue jumper before facing them and sliding his hands into his pockets. “Sean. Sean Ryan.”

	The three officers stared at him before the woman spun back to the booking clerk. “I didn’t know that was the PC’s grandson. What do we do?”

	“Do I need to use my courtesy card? My grandfather’s courtesy card?” he called.

	They looked at him and saw the shit-eating grin on his lips, and the sapphire blue eyes that radiated across the room.

	“What do I do?” she asked the clerk again.

	“What’s the charge?” he asked.

	“Break and enter, trespassing,” Officer Vasquez supplied.

	“Except, he said he had permission to be there, and he had keys to the basement door.” Biedermeier sighed. “I do not want to be on the wrong side of the commissioner.”

	A door banged open, and Declan Ryan hauled a perp through the inner door, yelling at the top of his voice. “I wouldn’t have to haul your ass in if you didn’t keep crapping on the streets.” He opened a cell door and pushed the man in. “You stink. We’re gonna have to hose you down and I need my car detailed to get rid of the stench.” He slammed the door shut and shook himself off. “Ugh, I’m gonna stink of crap now.”

	“Nothing new for you,” Sean said, looking at his old man.

	“I don’t want no smart mouth…” Declan paused long enough to look from his son to the officers and clerk. “Why is my son in a cell?”

	“We caught him trespassing on a property and trying to gain access via the basement door,” Biedermeier explained. “There’d been reports of prowlers.”

	“Did he go onto any other property?” Declan asked.

	“Not that we know of. We came down the road to check on the call and found him hurrying along. We then saw him jump a fence, and we went after him and found him trying to get into the basement door.”

	“With keys,” Sean added.

	“Whose house was it?” Declan asked all of them.

	The officers shook their heads, but Sean said, “Sydney’s.”

	Stunned, Declan glared at his son. “You were trying to get into Sydney’s—”

	“Not that you haven’t done the same,” Sean cut in.

	“Why the hell would you try and break into Sydney’s house?” Declan yelled. “After everything you did—”

	“What I did?” Sean retaliated. “You accused her of being a paedophile rapist and then years later fucked her. Uncle Connor slapped her and fucked her, and Ethan just fucked her. But I could say a lot more about that and him. So don’t act so high and mighty. Sydney and I resolved our issues and had become friendly. She gave me keys and permission to be there, whereas you, Connor, and Ethan just kept turning up whenever you needed to plant your dicks in her.”

	“You little asswipe.” Declan slammed against the bars, thrusting both hands through them to get to his son. “You little bastard. Sydney wouldn’t give you anything.”

	“No? She gave it to you,” Sean mocked, enjoying the heated conflict. Years of working out and martial arts had given him a lean muscular figure and he had a good head in height on his father.

	“Open the goddamn door so I can kill the little punk,” Declan yelled, spit flying from his mouth. “Open the goddamn door.”

	“Detective!” The booming voice quieted the room and Declan spun towards it. “What the hell are you doing? Get yourself together and stop behaving like an animal.”

	Declan straightened his jacket and looked down. “Yes, boss.”

	“Now what’s all this about?” Lieutenant Loutin moved towards the cell. “Young Sean Ryan. You’ve got your father riled up. What are you in for?”

	“B&E and being a prowler, apparently.” Sean greeted the six-five, robust lieutenant calmly. “I was visiting a friend, who’s given me the keys to her door and permission to be on her property. I came in of my own volition, but I’m yet to be arrested or charged.”

	Loutin turned to the officers. “Is this true?”

	“He does have keys, sir,” Biedermeier said. “A key was in the lock when we found him. But he couldn’t open the door, and the homeowner wouldn’t pick up when he called.”

	“Her basement door has three deadbolts with three keys, which I have copies of, and three interior metal bars for protection. She obviously hadn’t moved them yet. She also has the back gate padlocked most of the time, which is why I jumped the fence. The basement door is right next to the locked door of the sex room that my dad, Uncle Connor, and Cousin Ethan know all too well.”

	Declan lunged at him. “You little—”

	“Detective!” Loutin yelled. “Get out of here and get back to work.”

	Declan shrugged, fixed his jacket, and pointed at Sean. “I’m warning you, kid. I’m warning you. You’ll get yours.”

	“I got mine all through childhood except I’m not a child anymore and you don’t get to dictate what I do or who I see. Any more than Mom got to dictate what you did all those nights you didn’t come home.” He glared pointedly at his father.

	Shaken by the comment, Declan backed away until he reached the doorway and hurried through it, slamming the door behind him.

	Sighing, Loutin turned to Sean. “You seem to know the law, but considering who your family is…”

	Sean smirked. “I also graduated at the top of my class at Harvard Law. Only took me two years. I took to law like a duck to water.”

	“But why do you enter through the basement if you know her?” Vasquez asked.

	“In the rain, it’s easier to leave my muddy shoes and sopping clothes in the basement bathroom so I don’t traipse mud or water through the house,” Sean replied.

	“And who’s the homeowner?” Loutin asked.

	“Sydney Kingston,” Sean said. “The author.”

	“Of the Cassandra Kingsley thrillers?” Loutin asked. “I love those.”

	“So does my grandfather. So did my pop before he passed. My grandfather’s engaged to Sydney’s best friend, Emerson Lake, the writer, director, and producer of the true crime series, Twisted Minds. She also directs and produces the movies from Sydney’s books. Sydney mentored me in writing four years ago, and it led to my career as a young adult author. A best-selling young adult author.” He loved to bring out the big guns every now and then to let people know who he was and who he was related to. And it always worked.

	Loutin nodded. “Well, as your family knows Sydney—”

	“Some do, intimately,” Sean replied, hiding his mocking tone.

	“Yes,” Loutin muttered in embarrassment. “Then there’s no point keeping you here. Officer, release Sean without charge.” He motioned at the clerk to open the cell and waited while Sean gathered his coat and bag. “My daughter loved your novels; you captured the YA market brilliantly.” He shook his hand. “You’re quite a writer.”

	“Thank you, I appreciate that.” Sean slid into his coat and pulled out his phone. “Do you mind me waiting for an Uber?”

	“No, no, there’s no need for that. My officers will drive you home.” He clicked his fingers at Biedermeier and Vasquez. “Please take Mr Ryan home and then get on with the rest of the shift.”

	“Sir.” Biedermeier nodded, but her furrowed brows showed displeasure.

	When Loutin had walked away, they escorted Sean back outside and into the car.

	“Don’t think we’re your personal taxi service.” Biedermeier swiped a strand of wet red hair out of her eyes.

	“Just for tonight, since you picked me up,” Sean replied, keeping his manner friendly. “You can drop me off at 42 Rochester Street.”

	Biedermeier rolled her eyes and drove off into the rain that slammed the car with a ferocity stronger than when they’d come in. “I hope we don’t get washed away in this,” she muttered, hunching over the wheel and peering out the windscreen.

	They were silent after that, except for her odd muttering, and finally made it to Rochester.

	“Thank you for the lift.” Sean picked up his bag and waited for Vasquez to get out and open the back door. “I hope the rest of your night goes well.” He heard a sigh from the front, grinned, and alighted from the cruiser. “Officer Biedermeier,” he said, and hurried up the path to the front door where the doorman greeted him warmly.

	“Let me know when they’re gone,” Sean told him and walked away from the front door. He pulled out his cell phone and booked an Uber, seeing he had at least ten minutes to wait.

	“They’ve moved on,” the doorman called, warming the backs of his legs against the small bar heater near his desk.

	Ten minutes later, Sean handed him a twenty and ran out to the car. His home was in an entirely different suburb, not that he wanted anyone to know that.

	The doorman didn’t mind. He was earning extra pocket money every month from Sean’s manoeuvrings. What the tax man didn’t know and all that…

	Sean was dropped off at his condo and hurried inside. He had a story to write and that look on his father’s face… That was a classic he needed to get into words. But that would happen after he called Sydney.

	 

	*****

	 

	One week later, a woman in a sharp black skirt suit and white blouse, a single strand of white pearls at her neck, black matte leather heels, and a matching roller briefcase, walked into the office of Police Commissioner Ryan.

	“Commissioner, so nice of you to meet me on short notice.” She stood at his desk and shook his hand, taking in the greying hair and moustache.

	“When you said it had to do with my grandson, I figured we’d better have the conversation sooner, rather than later. Please, take a seat.” He motioned to the chairs at her back and waited for her to sit. “Tell me, which grandson do I have to worry about.” He seated himself and tapped his desk. “As I’m the commissioner, I suppose it has to be Ethan.”

	“No, commissioner. It’s Sean.” Mariel Strasinsky, from law firm Strasinsky and Rowe, opened her briefcase and pulled out a hefty file. She placed it in front of him and then pulled out a second, placed that in front of him, and then pulled out a third. She laid her hands on the pile in front of him. “All of these concern Sean.” Sitting down, she waited, watching him frown, lean back in his seat, cough, and lean forward. “I know your son Alec is the DA and Kieran is a lawyer. I also know Sean’s father, Declan, is a hothead, but this information could not be ignored when it came to light.”

	“And what information would that be?” Cormac heaved a sigh and opened the top file.

	“The information about the stalking and harassment of Sydney Kingston.”

	Cormac looked up sharply. “What!”

	“It seems that no one knew,” Mariel said. “Two weeks ago, Ms Kingston left for her home country of Australia. During the packing stage, many hidden cameras were found in her brownstone. Landon Security did a sweep, checked for fingerprints, but found only one. They suspected the cameras were planted by one of her previous stalkers; maybe they’d broken in after all. Or it could have been by Lennie Cuzco to check up on his then living girlfriend, Nora, who was housesitting a couple of years ago. We don’t know when they were planted, but we do have the proof of who planted them, who stole Ms Kingston’s underwear, entered her house when she wasn’t home, slept in her bed, etcetera.”

	“And what makes you think it’s Sean?” Cormac picked up an 8x10 photograph of the wall in Sean’s condo. It displayed photos of Sydney in all sizes.

	Mariel breathed in. “Did you know your grandson is the author known as Bryan Jamison?”

	Cormac glanced up under his deeply furrowed brows. “Sean writes young adult books under his own name.”

	“And psychological crime thrillers as Bryan Jamison.” Mariel slid back in her seat. “When Ms Kingston spent the night with Mr Jamison, she had Landon follow him home. She suspected something was wrong, had a sense that she knew him, but couldn’t put her finger on it. Landon sent a PI to follow Bryan from Sydney’s house and watched him walk into a condominium. He followed him in and found the apartment he entered. An extensive search found that your grandson, Sean, owns the condo, with the one beside it, under a company he set up. We discovered a bank account worth millions in his name and that’s when we found out he was the hotshot new thriller writer Bryan Jamison. We wondered if Sean could’ve been the one who planted the cameras, and Landon gained entrance to both of Sean’s condos. That’s when they found that the second was used for an office, and two walls were covered in photos of Ms Kingston.”

	She pointed at the photos in Cormac’s hand. “That’s the wall opposite his desk, so he can look at her every time he writes. We also found the video footage from the cameras. He’s been watching her sleep, shower, dress, and entertain men.”

	Cormac placed the photo to the side and slowly shuffled through the pile. Images of Sean installing the cameras, sniffing her underwear, and sleeping in her bed. He pushed the photos back into a pile and closed the folder on them. A deep heaving sigh of despair ensued. “And the other two folders?”

	“One contains the company and house information. The third contains his actions for the last two weeks.” She paused a moment and crossed her legs. “You know he was found trying to break into Ms Kingston’s brownstone a week ago? He jumped the back fence and tried to gain access with keys to the deadbolts on the basement door. Fortunately, the house was locked up tight and the three metal safety bars were in place. Ms Kingston did not give keys to Sean, nor give him permission to be on or in her property. We understand two officers took him in, but a lieutenant let him go. The two officers were directed to take him home and dropped him off at 42 Rochester. It’s an apartment building in which he owns an apartment. The doorman says he drops in from time to time, but he isn’t there all the time.”

	“And why have you brought this to my attention, Ms Strasinsky?” Cormac pushed the files away and leaned wearily in his chair. “He’s not an officer. I don’t get to reprimand him, or fire him from the NYPD. Sean’s an adult. What do you expect me to do?”

	“Ms Kingston felt that you should know. She didn’t want to bring this to the attention of the press, or have it get out. The public embarrassment and humiliation is something she doesn’t want, and as a sign of respect to you and your family, she felt you should know and be given the chance to deal with it. Just as you dealt with it last time.”

	Cormac’s thick brows rose, and he nodded. “Sydney was right then; he got out of hand. But we thought we’d fixed it. He received therapy and we ordered him to stay away from her. Which, for the most part, he did. And he made great strides in his emotional progress.” He sighed and turned his chair to the window. “What am I supposed to do with this now? How do I take care of this?”

	“Quietly,” Mariel said. “Ms Kingston wasn’t a fan of pressing charges, but she felt that some punishment should happen. Quietly.”

	“And what punishment would that be unless we go through legal channels and arrest him? There are so many crimes he could be charged with.” He waved a thick hand at the files. “Do we keep him out of jail? Put him in detention?”

	“Home detention,” Mariel suggested. “Family appointed, with the threat of going public with arrest. Ankle monitor, home monitoring. If he steps out of line, charge him.”

	“I need to speak to my son.” Cormac heaved himself up and over to the window. Nearing seventy-five, he was soon for retirement and didn’t want to deal with this again. With Sean again. He’d thought that was over.

	“Declan?” Mariel stepped over to him. “That’s going to cause even more trouble for your grandson, and possibly Ms Kingston. I understand he had a rather unfortunate blow up with her several years ago concerning his son.”

	Cormac gave a nod. “He did. But it will get out in the family, what Sean has done.”

	“Unless you keep it quiet. Come down on him like a tonne of bricks, threaten his life in a familial way.”

	Another sigh left Cormac. “The son I meant is Alec. As the district attorney he can offer some advice and guidance and maybe help out without letting it out to the rest of the family.”

	“Ms Kingston didn’t want to send Sean to jail, but she did want him to face the consequences for his actions. She doesn’t want press or publicity and was shocked and dismayed by what he’d done.”

	Cormac looked sharply at her. “And what should I do about her sleeping with my grandson?” Mariel frowned and went to speak, but Cormac cut her off. “You told me that Sean is passing as this Bryan Jamison character. I’ve read his books; they’re just as good as Sydney’s, but Sean’s only twenty-one and you said that Ms Kingston spent the night with him. She slept with my grandson.”

	“And she didn’t know it was Sean when it happened, which is why she felt something was wrong. Like everyone else, people believed Bryan Jamison was a forty-something college professor who’d written books. She was shocked to find out he wasn’t. And even more shocked to find out he wore a disguise as Bryan. Ms Kingston is sickened by what’s happened and wishes she could take back that night, but she can’t. And legally, Sean is an adult, even though he’s much younger than her. He ran a con, commissioner. On Ms Kingston, on his career, his life, his family. He’s not the first author to use a pen name, or change their look for it, but his con has lasted quite some time.”

	“How long?”

	“We’re not sure. From the footage we did find it was about three months.”

	“But it could have gone on for longer?”

	“Considering the time stamps on the photos, and dates of the articles he has on the wall, probably years.”

	A low growl came from Cormac’s throat. “Since Sydney first turned up in our lives and Sean first became obsessed. I thought I’d taken care of it, and he’d come good with therapy and getting out of his parents’ house.”

	“Apparently not good enough,” Mariel said. “Or it was all an act. Just as all of it has been an act. Is this act two? The first being the obsession, the second this persona.”

	“An act that will come to a close with the threat of arrest, embarrassment, and being outed to the public, and him being shunned and cancelled.”

	She studied his morose expression. “That means embarrassment for you and your family.”

	Cormac nodded in thought. “I know. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Let’s hope he has enough sense to finish this obsession.”

	Mariel agreed. “And that there’s no act three.” 

	 

	*****

	 

	Cormac spent several days consulting with Alec about Sean. They decided to not tell Declan, as he’d just explode and want his son thrown in jail. And Kieran was kept out of it. On the fourth day, Sean was asked into the office.

	“Hey, Grandpa.” Sean stopped when he saw his uncle standing next to his grandfather behind the desk. “Uncle Alec.” He closed the door and stepped tentatively towards the desk. “What’s going on?”

	“Something important.” Cormac’s smile was grim as he motioned at the chair. “Take a seat, Sean. We need to talk.”

	Sean glanced from his grandfather to Alec and back, and he knew in his blood that something was very wrong. He chose to not remove his messenger bag from his shoulder, but sat in one of the chairs and steeled himself. “What’s this about?”

	“It’s about your obsession with Sydney Kingston,” Cormac told him, clasping his hands together and tapping them on the desk as he studied his grandson.

	Sean sighed in a bored manner. “I don’t have an obsession, Grandpa. I had therapy for that, and it was just because she showed me some attention during a really screwed up time in my life.” He breathed as evenly as he could so his heart would stop trembling. “It’s long over and far away.”

	“Apparently not.” Cormac sighed and leant back. “You were found trying to break into Sydney’s brownstone—”

	“I have keys,” Sean snapped. “I wasn’t breaking into it.”

	Cormac held up an authoritative hand. “Stop. Just stop lying, Sean. We know all about it. You planted cameras in Sydney’s house, you stole her underwear, and you slept in her bed. You have thousands of pictures of her on the living room wall of a second condo in your company’s name—and we didn’t know you even owned the first one, or that you’d set up a company to protect your money and assets you make as author Bryan Jamison. Another thing you didn’t tell us about.” He saw Sean’s eyes narrow and his nostrils flair. “We know, Sean.” Pushing the photos across the desk, he waited for the explosion.

	Sean picked up the photos on the top of the pile. There was one of the wall opposite his desk. He stared at it before shuffling through the others to see what they had. He could play it one of two ways. Inhaling, he casually threw the photos onto the pile. “Yeah, so? How do you think I get inspiration for all of those novels I wrote? Some people obsess over singers, actors, I take inspiration from Sydney Kingston. My one-time author mentor that my family abused and accused of heinous crimes. Dad yelled down her doorstep and Connor slapped her.”

	“So did you,” Cormac yelled. “That’s why I got you help, Sean. Because your obsession with Sydney got out of control. That’s why I ordered the family to stay away from her and for you to go to therapy. Which I thought had worked.”

	“It did,” Sean spat. “I got over my obsession, but two of your sons certainly didn’t. Neither did your eldest grandson, and yet all the attention was on me because I was the youngest.” He huffed, removed his bag from over his head, and dumped it on the other chair, stalking over to the floor-to-ceiling window and looking over the city. “My so-called obsession was and is nothing compared to Ethan’s. And my dad’s. God.” He rolled his eyes. “If only you knew what I do about him. But no, it all gets dumped on me.”

	“Sean, we’ve seen the footage of you in her house. We’ve seen the photos on your wall. But I gotta say, your contracts are first class.” Alec walked over to him. “I’m not to be let off when it comes to Sydney, either. I went to her house and gave her an inquisition, but I didn’t do any of that. You worked so hard to deal with it. Were you faking it?”

	“The same way you fake being a good DA? Or Dad faked being a great father and husband?” Sean mocked and glared at him. “The only decent one left in this family is Kieran, but we’ll see how long he lasts.”

	“You’re a cynical little bastard,” Alec spat. “Just like your father—”

	“Like father like son,” Sean replied. “Apple doesn’t fall.”

	Cormac heard that last sentence and flashed back to when he was standing outside Sydney’s door, after Sean and Connor’s assaults. He’d asked who left the bruise, and she’d said, apple doesn’t fall. His eyes narrowed. “Sean, you have one of two choices. You take your punishment and move on with your life, or you have this made public and embarrass your family and get yourself cancelled.”

	Sean laughed. “Yeah, Grandpa, because Sydney would really want this out in the open, and believe me when I say this…” He moved over to the desk and placed his hands on it, leaning towards Cormac. “I know things about members of this family that they would pay dearly to keep quiet. So no, this won’t go public, and as for consequences, there won’t be any. Sydney gave me the keys to her basement door so I could arrive unseen. I’ve made amends for what I did, and she allowed me to use her brownstone to gain inspiration about madams and sex rooms. She’s not the only one who can write a book or two about Madam X.”

	“Then why didn’t you know she’d left New York almost two weeks ago?” Cormac asked. “Why didn’t you know when you tried to get into her house that night that she wasn’t there? That she had left the week before? The day after you slept with her?”

	Sean reeled back in shock. “What?” His breath left him and he stared hard at Cormac. “How did you…”

	“How did I what?” Cormac heaved himself up and around his desk towards Sean who stepped back. “How did I know you dressed up as a forty-something year old man and named yourself Bryan Jamison only to get Sydney into bed? You’re twenty-one, Sean. She’s fifty-one. That’s a thirty-year age gap. Did she know?”

	Swallowing the awkward lump in his throat, he mumbled, “Know what?”

	“That you, Sean Ryan, was, are, Bryan Jamison. The author.”

	Sean shook his head and inhaled a shaky breath. “No, not that I know of.”

	“She does now. Now she knows that the author became her lover. That a twenty-one-year-old boy was her lover for the night.” Cormac stepped closer and his voice grew quieter. “We have all the proof. Sydney knows all the facts. And now, you need all the help.”

	“I’m an adult,” Sean muttered through clenched teeth. “It’s not illegal.”

	“But putting hidden cameras in someone’s house is.” Alec walked up to his side. “Putting pictures of someone on a wall isn’t but stalking them is. Using them as inspiration isn’t but stealing from them is. If we arrest you, you could serve five to ten minimum. Sydney wants you to be punished, but not to go to jail.”

	“And how do you know that?” Sean glared daggers at his uncle.

	“Because her lawyer said so,” Cormac told him and saw a look of surprise slide over Sean’s face. “She came to see me four days ago and gave me the three files on you that Landon had put together after Sydney left. They found out who Bryan Jamison is, and that you own a company that owns multiple homes. They found your cameras; found the proof.”

	“They illegally entered my home?” Sean said, anger brewing inside. “And yet I’m the one being punished?”

	“You’re the one who committed the crimes,” Alec reminded him. “Be lucky your father doesn’t know.”

	“Oh, please. With all the crimes he’s committed he’s the one who should be in jail.” Sean walked back to the window, arms crossed, breath shallow. He knew he was stuck and couldn’t get out of it. Even his legal skills wouldn’t get him out of it.

	Alec and Cormac exchanged puzzled glances before Alec spoke. “Sean, this is your only chance. I have a way we can keep it out of the press, but you have one of two options. Six months in detention, or one month detention and five months home detention. You’ll have mandatory therapy for six months to try and get rid of this obsession you have.”

	“I don’t have an obsession,” Sean growled. “She’s my inspiration. She always has been.”

	“Whatever you want to call it,” Alec argued. “This is the only way. This is all you’ve got, Sean. The only way out of an embarrassment you’ll never get over. You’ll be a convicted criminal. Your publisher won’t want you—”

	Sean huffed. “My publisher will love me even more because I’ll have more books out of this experience.”

	“You’ll lose your followers,” Alec went on.

	“I’ll get even more,” Sean countered.

	“Sadly, you probably will,” Cormac said, looking at his watch. “What will it be, Sean? The consequences start from today.”

	“What!” Sean spun around, his fists clenched by his sides. “Are you kidding me? You want me sent to jail today?”

	“You have a choice of six months or one month plus five in home detention. And it’s detention, not jail. Your crime, while serious, doesn’t need to send you to the big house.”

	“Yes, Alec,” Sean snapped. “I graduated Harvard Law in two years at the top of my class. I know the law just as well as you do. If not better.”

	Surprised at that information, Alec snapped back. “Then why the hell did you break it?” 

	Seething, Sean breathed hard and stared even harder at his uncle. “Because, like you, I could. And how, pray tell, will I be treated? Since I’m a Ryan with everything that comes with?”

	“You’ll be away from the others, unless you can think of a better way to behave and be treated,” Alec said. “You need to pick.”

	Sean shook his head. “I’m obviously picking the easiest option. But I need at least an hour to sort things out.”

	“And what do you need to sort out?” Cormac asked, his disappointment over his grandson weighing heavily.

	“Oh, I don’t know, Cormac,” Sean sneered. “Telling my publisher I’ll be gone for a month. The super in my building, locking up my valuables in case I’m broken into while I’m gone. Letting my lawyer know what’s happening, and my manager, you know, important people.”

	Alec checked his watch. “You can have one hour. I’ll drive you to your place, you can make your calls on the way and then I’ll take you there, once you have a change of clothes.”

	“How nice,” Sean spat. “Guess we’d better get on with it then.” He grabbed his messenger bag from the chair and glared at the photos on Cormac’s desk. “Destroy those while I’m gone. You have no need for them.”

	“I’ll do what’s right,” Cormac said, watching Sean barge out the door.

	Alec glanced at his father and followed.

	Cormac sighed heavily, made his way around the desk and sat down. He pulled the file closer, wondering where the hell they all went wrong.

	 

	*****

	 

	On the way to his condo, Sean made multiple calls; to his manager, his lawyer, who he talked to in great detail, his publisher, and his agent. Finally, he held up his phone and hit the video record button.

	“Hey, everyone, Sean here. I have a secret rendezvous to go to and it’s going to last at least a month. So, you won’t see me on social for the next four to five weeks. I’m going undercover for research. I’m not sure if it will be in a novel—it could be a side project, or something completely different, but I won’t be around. So, don’t freak out, just hang on because it could create something amazing that will come your way in the future. Okay peeps, see you in a month. Peace out.” He made a peace sign and ended the recording.

	“Did you really need to send that out?” Alec pulled to a stop in front of the condominium complex.

	“I have over a million followers, so yes, I did.” Sean hit send on TikTok and quickly went to X, Facebook, and Instagram.

	“What did you mean about your father? With all the crimes he’s committed he’s the one who should be in jail?” Alec asked quietly.

	“Don’t worry, Alec.” Sean grabbed his bag and opened to door. “You’ll find out one day. You’ll all find out one day.”

	 


 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	Sean walked out of the correctional facility one month later, wearing the clothes he’d worn the day Alec had taken him in. While not jail in the adult sense, and much more than juvie, the facility was for lightweight criminals who’d done a bit of stealing, a bit of dealing, and a little bit of conning people in the general public.

	He had a monitor strapped to his ankle, his bag slung over his shoulder, and his phone in his hand. But he stopped scrolling for a number when his grandfather’s car rolled to a stop in front of him. He heaved a sigh as Cormac emerged.

	“Sean. Get in the car, I’m taking you home.”

	“And which home would that be?” Sean hadn’t wanted to see his family. He had wanted his lawyer to come and pick him up.

	“Yours. Get in.” Cormac’s smile was dead as he motioned to the car.

	Reluctantly, Sean climbed in and pulled on his seatbelt, heard the click of his grandfather’s, and heard no engine as the car moved on. “What’s this about?”

	“I wanted to talk to you about your stay. I didn’t keep tabs, although I was to be alerted if anything happened to you. Which it didn’t, luckily.”

	“Yeah, lucky me,” Sean snarked and looked out the window.

	“I was told by Alec that you used your time wisely and helped out the other inmates. You taught them the law.”

	“The basics. What to say and do if stopped by the pigs. What to say or do to not be charged with a crime by the pigs. How to behave in court.”

	“Like victims,” Cormac muttered. “When they’re not.”

	“They were fun lessons,” Sean said. “They found out who I was pretty quickly, but when I explained I have a black belt in martial arts and am a seasoned best-selling author, and a lawyer, they backed off. Especially when I told them I would teach them the basics of law and English.”

	“The basics on how to get away with crimes,” Cormac argued. “Your therapist was pissed off that you didn’t want to do therapy, but said he learned a lot just from watching you teach the other inmates, and actually admired the way you helped them. He says you don’t seem like the bad apple; you probably have some leftover issues from last time, or they’ve re-emerged.”

	“I did notice him sitting off to the side. He didn’t like the not wanting to talk bit, but I saw him scribbling notes.”

	“The therapy is mandatory, so you’ll be going to it whether you talk or not.” Cormac sighed as his car pulled up to the condo. “You know you can only go to the designated areas.”

	“My publisher, my therapist, my grandfather’s house. Although…don’t bet on that.” Sean pushed the door open and stepped out. “Since I’m confined to home, I’ve hired an assistant to help me out and I’ll be having a very long chat with my lawyer.” He slammed the door and walked around the back of the car.

	Cormac opened his door and alighted. “You do that. Meanwhile, I’m escorting you in and Alec is waiting to give you instructions.”

	Sean’s head dropped back, and he growled. “I don’t need you breathing down my neck.”

	“You do.” Cormac followed him inside and up to the second floor where they found Alec waiting in the condo.

	“How did you get into my apartment!” Sean demanded and dropped his bag on the kitchen counter.

	“The same way we got into your second apartment,” Alec said and pointed to the secret door. “Follow me.”

	Fear spread through Sean, and he glanced from Alec’s back to Cormac’s face.

	“Go on.” Cormac waved a hand at Alec. “Go.”

	Clearing his throat, Sean followed and found Alec standing in the middle of the living room. “Why do you…” He froze, but his gaze darted from wall to wall. “You took my…why did you…when did you…” He lurched forward, steaming with anger. “How dare you take my photographs? They were my inspiration. When did you come in? How dare you enter my home without my permission!” He lunged at Alec, his hands in front of him ready to strangle his uncle.

	Alec knew a thing or two about defending oneself. He threw his hands up between Sean’s and flung them away, then landed a swift punch to the face.

	Sean stumbled back in shock, his hands flying to his face. “You asshole.”

	“Enough,” Cormac roared. “We came in here and cleaned this place out. Every last photo, poster, cut-out is gone. Burned into ash along with your Bryan Jamison disguise.”

	“What!” Sean yelled. “I need that for interviews. It’s how I look.”

	“Tough!” Cormac told him. “We cleaned out the apartment, and we expect it to stay this way. We’ll be checking once a week to make sure you keep to it.”

	“And you’ll have to deal with not being Bryan Jamison for a while since you can’t go out anywhere besides what’s on the list,” Alec said.

	“I have an assistant,” Sean spat. “He can get more for me.”

	Alec frowned and shook his head.

	“There was nothing in our agreement about me giving up my writing career or Bryan Jamison.” Sean stepped closer. “You have no right to dictate how that part of my life works.”

	“You’re right. There wasn’t, but if you want to keep that secret, you’d better play along for the next five months, or you will be outed,” Alec warned.

	Sean scoffed and turned away. “You can leave now. I want to take a shower and need to make some calls.” Crossing his arms, he wandered over to the expansive floor-to-ceiling window. At twenty feet high, it allowed a lot of natural light for writing.

	“We’ll be checking on you this time every week and monitoring your whereabouts. If we see one photo, one poster, one anything, you’ll be back in detention,” Alec said, and followed Cormac out the door.

	Sean waited until he saw his uncle and grandfather get in their cars and leave before doubling over, fists balled, and a deep guttural growl came out of him. “Damn you, Sydney, damn you to hell. I’m gonna make you pay for this. And damn you, Alec, I’ll make you pay, too.” He gave another growl and walked into the first condo and locked the door. He called his lawyer to bring his things from his safety deposit box, and rang his assistant to stock the fridge before going upstairs for a shower. He luxuriated in it, having been deprived of privacy for the last month. He’d had to watch his back, and his front, for the first week, but quickly gained respect and privacy when he’d started teaching the law.

	He finished up, dressed, and made it downstairs as his lawyer buzzed in. He unlocked the downstairs security door, and opened his, waiting for what he needed.

	“Sean?” Maxwell Pierce entered the apartment. “Sean?”

	“Coffee?” Sean called from the kitchen.

	“Absolutely.” Maxwell closed the door and hurried to the dining table. “I brought everything. Your laptop, hard drives, and an extra disguise.”

	“Excellent.” Sean poured boiling water into two cups filled with crushed coffee beans. “Do you know what’s happened?”

	“I got the paperwork from Alec.” Maxwell picked up his cup. “And he showed me everything.”

	“Most of that was legal, like setting up a business, my money and homes, it’s not illegal to have photos on the walls and to wear a disguise,” Sean countered.

	Maxwell swallowed his boiling hot coffee and said, “Sean, stalking, breaking and entering, putting hidden cameras in the house you broke into, all of that’s illegal. Sydney’s incredibly generous on not sending you to jail. So are your uncle and grandfather.”

	Sean sighed, took a sip, and set his cup down. “There’s only two people who know the truth and we’re keeping it that way. Look, while I was in detention, I was allowed three hours of computer time a day. I used it to write more of the novel I started before I was hijacked. I’m hoping it will be the next massive bestseller, but, as you know, I’m limited to my publisher, my therapist, and my grandfather’s which will not be happening. Are you on the list? Or can you be added to the list, or will you just come here?”

	“I’ll come here, but the first thing I’d do is get this place checked for bugs and cameras.”

	“Think my family’s doing to me what I did to Sydney?”

	“Wouldn’t put it past them. Why did you do it to Sydney?”

	“Long story and only two people will ever know. Know anyone who can check for bugs and cameras?”

	“Don’t you know how to?” Maxwell asked and whipped out his phone. One call later, he shoved his phone back into his pocket. “Here in an hour.”

	The intercom buzzed, and Sean let his assistant in downstairs, and then opened the door. “Do you think they’d do it? To see what I get up to. The calls I make, whether I put any photos back up, oh, Alec said they’re checking on me same time next week to see if I do, so yeah, I guess they would.”

	Astro rushed in the door laden with ten bags in each hand. “Jesus, Sean. Why do you need so much?” He dumped them on the floor in front of the fridge and sighed in relief. “You want me to unpack them, too?”

	“No, I’ll do that, it’ll give me something to do while I wait. Thanks, Astro.”

	“Okay, if you need anything else, give me a call. Toodles.” He waved his fingers and dashed out the door.

	Sean closed the door and chuckled before heaving several bags onto the counter. “What do I do?”

	“Take the next five months to write as many novels as possible. See the therapist when you need to, and then move on with your life. You know the law as well as I do, you’ve been given a lifeline. Take it.”

	Sean placed more bags on the counter. “Yeah, I guess I have. Thanks.”

	“I’ll be off then.” Maxwell drained his cup and gave Sean a slap on the back. “Call me when the crew are done.”

	“I will.” Sean watched him leave and then placed groceries in the fridge. He was organising things when the crew arrived. “Hey, I need to know if there are bugs, listening devices, or cameras in the house.”

	The team got to work, with Sean working around them. Once they finished in a room, he re-organised the furniture for a fresh start, a fresh vibe. When apartment one was finished, they moved into apartment two, but after four hours they came up with nothing.

	“Thanks anyway. It makes me feel a lot safer.” Sean shook their hands as they left and bolted the door. He sighed, and leaned his forehead against the cool metal, closing his eyes. He could either see this as a living hell, or make the most out of it, and that was what he needed to do.

	After a late lunch, he walked into apartment two with his laptop, hard drives, and Bryan Jamison disguise. He put the foam head with the wig on the kitchen counter, and the laptop on the desk and booted it up. He plugged in the drive before logging into his publisher’s email address to collect the chapters he’d written every day in detention.

	Sighing, he got up and walked into the kitchen, opened the bottom cabinet door, and flicked the small switch hidden up in the corner. He watched the wall next to it pop forward and slide back in sections. On the wall beneath were all the photos and posters and magazine cut-outs of Sydney that he’d collected. The ones destroyed by his uncle and grandfather were copies and he’d be damned if he’d lose Sydney over a wall full of images.

	He sat down at his computer and got to work.

	 

	 


 

	PART TWO

	 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	The man walked into his office and stopped. “Sean! I’m surprised to see you here. You refused to talk to me in detention. I wasn’t sure if you’d even show up.” 

	“Dr Levinworth.” Sean stood at the window staring out at the cityscape, hands in pockets, defiant at being there.

	The doctor closed the door. “Why don’t you have a seat and we can get started.” He sat down in an easy chair and opened Sean’s file.

	“I’ll stand, thank you. You should remember from last time I like to walk around and stare out the window.”

	“Avoid eye contact.”

	A small grin slid across Sean’s lips. “Yeah. Avoid eye contact. But didn’t you get more out of me when I wasn’t confined to a chair?”

	“It’s true, I did.” Levinworth scanned the file quickly and sighed. “I thought we had dealt with your obsession.”

	“Can obsessions ever be fully dealt with?”

	“They can be if you work hard enough. Which I thought you had.”

	“I did. But you can’t really deal with love at the heart level.”

	“Are you saying you love her?”

	“Then, I most certainly did. First love, first kiss, first everything.”

	“And now?”

	Sean sighed and finally turned from the window. “You’ve just read the file, doc. I wouldn’t say I’m obsessed. I say I find inspiration in.”

	Levinworth looked up at him. “How? I see you’ve moved onto writing adult crime thrillers. Are you finished with young adult?” 

	“I’m not a young adult anymore, so yeah. I moved on to adult.”

	“I didn’t realise the hot new sensation was you. Bestsellers, I hear. Congratulations.”

	“Thank you.” Sean slowly walked around the room. “She inspires a lot. Everything I went through, thought, physical reactions, it was all because of her. So why not use it as inspiration for novels?”

	“All perfectly reasonable,” Levinworth agreed. “Unless it’s still an obsession that’s come back or wasn’t dealt with in the first place.” He watched Sean pick up an arrowhead he’d recently acquired in the hope it inspired him to write a paper on Native American peoples. He knew what Sean was talking about as he’d often gone in search of something to inspire a paper.

	“I see your décor hasn’t changed much.” Sean turned the arrowhead over in his hand, rubbed his thumb over the rock formation and set it in its place before sliding his hands back into his pockets and moving on.

	“No. I like my décor; it speaks to me.”

	“As she speaks to me.” Sean stared at a charcoal drawing of a nude on the wall. “You do this?”

	“My sister did. Gave it to me as a present. She’s very artistic.”

	“And what inspired her?”

	“Everything, anything. Are you trying to make a point?”

	“Don’t you already get the point?” Sean glanced over his shoulder at him. “Because there is one and it’s very simple.”

	“She’s your inspiration, hence all of the photos, cut-outs, posters on the wall.” Levinworth stared at the photos of the wall opposite and behind Sean’s desk. “Nice place, shame about the décor.”

	“Why’s there shame? Your shame? Or is it supposed to be my shame? Because I’m not ashamed.” He stared at the nude and noted her curves weren’t as good as Sydney’s.

	“If you see her purely as inspiration, no, but as she’s your obsession…”

	Sean sighed and turned from the drawing. “My so-called obsession has made me millions of dollars, bought me two condos, a nice apartment, two cars, and set up a healthy nest egg. I don’t believe it needs to stop anytime soon, not while I get so much out of it.”

	“Why are you here, Sean?”

	Another sigh. “Because I was caught trying to enter a brownstone. With keys, I might add.” He waved his finger. “No crime was committed. I had permission to be there and to enter when I liked. But the cops who followed me didn’t care. They took me in, but their boss let me go. There were no charges to file against me.” He moved on to the next wall and stared up at a painting of an ocean, with waves crashing onto rocky outlets and rugged cliffs.

	“Why did you have keys to her brownstone?”

	“Because she gave them to me so I could come and go as I liked. Which is why I know there are three metal safety bars across the door, and the door next to it leads to the sex room. Which is very well-known in my family.”

	“Your family raided the brownstone when it belonged to Josephine Pompadour, New York’s madam to the rich and powerful. Now it belongs to Sydney Kingston, the author who wrote not only a novel, but a biography about her.”

	“The infamous Madam X; Sydney’s highest selling books by the way. She only bought the brownstone because of its history.”

	“When did she tell you that?”

	“At the first family dinner she went to.”

	“The only family dinner she went to.”

	Sean looked over his shoulder. “No need to be pedantic.” He turned his head to the painting. “I feel like this sometimes.”

	“Like what?”

	“Like I’m smashing against the rocks and cliffs, tumbling, turning, head over heels, being sucked out just to be smashed back into the rocks again and again. Rinse and repeat.”

	“It must be exhausting.”

	“It is. But then you’d know that as you diagnosed me four years ago with ADHD and mild autism. You said it would feel like that, and sometimes it does.”

	“You mentioned it was only when you wrote. Do you still feel that way when you write four years later?”

	“Yeah. Tumultuous tumbling of thoughts and feelings until I get them in order, write it out, and when I’m done, they smash about until they calm down. I don’t get the pain in my head as much anymore.”

	“Your glasses and meds help?”

	“They do. Didn’t realise I had vision problems. Thought it was all in my head.”

	“Is it still in your head, Sean?”

	“What?” Sean leaned against the cupboard along the wall.

	“Your obsession with Sydney Kingston.”

	Sean sniggered. “Doc, you have no idea.”

	Levinworth glanced at the photos of Sean’s condo walls. “For many teenagers, it’s absolutely normal to cover their walls in photos and posters of their musician, singer, actor crush.”

	“Was never a crush.”

	“But you have photos of death threats and stalker notes. You have photos of her out on the street, at functions, book launches. Hell, you even have photos of her in the shower and in bed. Sean.” He glanced up. “This is an obsession. You set up cameras in her home and filmed her. That’s illegal. And you know that. You’re from a family of cops and lawyers.”

	Sean sighed, glanced away and shrugged. “What do you want me to say, doc? I didn’t do it. No, I did. I got into the brownstone and planted cameras so I could watch her and hear her. And I saw and heard a lot, and it’s all made its way into my novels. My best-selling novels, that is.” He wandered back to the floor-to-ceiling window. The view of New York’s rooftops offered a grey and brown dullness, but the blue sky shone down and brightened it all. “I did it. I did all of it and will continue to do all of it in order to keep being a best-selling author.”

	“You’ll continue to break the law just for story ideas?” Levinworth glanced through the file. While having photos on the wall wasn’t illegal, breaking and entering was. When he received silence, he added, “Sean, clearly your obsession has come back, and clearly you need to talk it through. And having posters and writing about someone isn’t illegal, but you have committed a crime.”

	“Have I, though? Except for the initial break-in to set up the cameras, I haven’t broken in since. Once Grandpa forbade the family from seeing her, I saw her on rare occasions. I stayed away. I got help from you. I lived with Grandpa and Pop, and my life straightened out. Mom’s death was a curve ball, but I got through it. Threw myself into my writing, wrote as much as I could so I didn’t have to think about it. Then Pop’s death… But by then, I was already living on my own and releasing my adult thrillers.”

	“Did your family read them?”

	“I introduced the books to them. Grandpa and Pop loved them.”

	“As much as Cassandra Kingsley’s?”

	“You mean Sydney Kingston’s,” Sean corrected. “Yeah, though Bryan was her rival in crime thriller writers, they liked them too.”

	“Must’ve made you proud?”

	“Yeah, it did. I revealed my secret to Pop on his death bed.”

	“It must have hurt, losing him.”

	“It did. But he wanted to see Sydney before he died. No one knows why.”

	“He didn’t tell anyone? She didn’t?”

	“No. Neither said anything and he died minutes after seeing her. I don’t think even Grandpa knew what he wanted to talk to her about.”

	“Do you love her, Sean?”

	Sean huffed. “Do I love her? What sort of question is that?”

	“A straight and to the point one.” Levinworth picked up a novel from his side table, opened to the first page and read out loud.

	“This is a story that starts when I was seventeen. It’s about love, betrayal and obsession. A love that was the first, a betrayal that couldn’t be trusted, and an obsession I am yet to let go of and leave with the past. That day, when I was seventeen, the day I fell headlong in love, was sunny with light clouds. It was late in the year, so a chill was still in the air. But it didn’t matter. The light clouds didn’t matter. The chill didn’t matter. The time of year didn’t matter. Not even the fact I was only seventeen mattered. Because all that mattered then was when I kissed her I fell down a rabbit hole I’ve refused to climb out of over the last four years, and one I will continue to refuse to leave for the rest of my life. Because when you find the one you’re meant to love, you grab onto it with both hands and run as fast as you can with it. And that’s just what I did. Grabbed onto it with both hands, I mean. I grabbed her and kissed her and when she kissed me back I knew this was it. That she was it. That this was the love people talked about. And I had it. I had it right in my hands and I didn’t want to let go. But I had to, for another year I had to let her go until I could be with her again. And that’s where the story continues. All I know was, I wanted her. I wanted to fuck her, love her, and possess her. But what the hell does a seventeen-year-old know about that? About any of that?” 

	He closed the book and noticed Sean’s laboured breathing. “That’s quite a scene. The cold hard honest truth, isn’t it? The way you truly feel about Sydney Kingston. A woman thirty years older than you. A woman who was off limits to you. A woman who, if I read the book right, slept with your uncle, which was her right as an adult. And you hated it. You said so in our sessions four years ago. You became obsessed with a woman old enough to be your mother, and you saw her as a mother figure because your mother didn’t care about you at the end. Just cared about her affair with your uncle. And this is your ode to her. The woman you fell in love with.” He looked at the cover. “No wonder you called it Illicit Things. Everyone was having everything they wanted regardless of who it hurt, so why couldn’t you?” He set the book aside. “Are you still in love with her, Sean?”

	Sean stared out the window, unmoving. He didn’t want to give too much, if anything, away, and was trying to control his raging heart. What the hell was he meant to say? What the hell was he meant to do?

	“I’m twenty-one, doc, I don’t know much more about love than I did at seventeen.”

	“Have you had partners in the last four years? Fallen in love with anyone else?”

	“Why would I? Why would I fall in love with anyone else? The last four years of my life have been about one woman who possessed every waking thought, every feeling, every change. She shaped my life, my career, my body, my soul, my heart.”

	“You slept with her as Bryan Jamison. Her report states she sensed something was wrong, something was off, and then she found out who Bryan Jamison really was. You.”

	“Yeah, I read the report. But there’s so much more to it than that.” Sean looked at his watch. “Time’s up, doc. We’ll leave that for another time, shall we? And maybe by the end of my five months you’ll have the answer.”

	“The answer you already have?”

	Sean grinned and opened the door. “Maybe, doc. And maybe I’ll tell you nothing at all. See you next week.”

	 

	*****

	 

	“So, what are we going to do with you, Sean Ryan? Or should I say, Bryan Jamison?” Vincent Viceroy the third crossed his legs and placed his hands on the blue velvet arms of his high-backed Rococo Revival chair. “Tsk, tsk, you could be trouble.”

	“You didn’t have a problem with who I was when you signed me.” Sean sat on the matching velvet sofa in Vincent’s office.

	Vincent tilted his head. “I know. The fact that we snagged you from Pulsate was a coup for us—”

	“Even though no one else knew it,” Sean interjected.

	“True, but then you have been incredibly profitable and your plan for promotion without showing your face was priceless,” Vincent said.

	“And it’s made both of us wealthy.” Sean opened his backpack and pulled out his completed manuscript. “I started writing this a couple of months ago, and I finished it off last week. The new book.” He handed it over and sat back, crossed his legs, then got up and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window view of New York City that every high-rise office building seemed to have. His hands slid into his pockets and he stared out at the skyline; a habit when he talked to people.

	“Her, by Sean Ryan writing as Bryan Jamison,” Vincent murmured, his fingers lightly sliding over the paper. “Roger, get this read as soon as possible. We have a new contract to sign.” He handed it to his top agent, Roger Barker, who looked after Sean and four other high-profile authors, and added, “Are there any more like this?”

	“Not so much like that, but there are definitely more coming. I’ll be spending most of the next five months at home writing them. I’ll get a spec of them to you next week. I’m still outlining them, figuring them out. But they’re all similar in theme.”

	“About women,” Roger said, turning the first page. “Considering the title, if the rest are like the first page, we’ll be taking them.”

	“As I said, similar in theme.” Sean turned from the window and studied the office as he did every time he came in, which wasn’t often. He could count on one hand how often he’d set foot in that room. Usually, he dealt with his agent either at his home, or at Roger’s. It kept anonymity and chance for being outed to a minimum.

	“Jesus Christ,” Roger muttered as he turned to the third page. “I can say we’ll definitely be paying for this.” He read on.

	“How much?” Vincent asked him.

	“Five million.” Sean wandered over to the wall on the left and stared up at the paintings. “For one book.”

	“For one book!” Vincent repeated. “You can’t be serious?”

	“You paid me two apiece for my first three, and the same for the next three and the next six. I want five million for this one.”

	“I’d say it’s worth it.” Roger finished off the eighth page and turned it to find a new chapter. “From the pages I’ve read, it’s definitely worth it and I can’t stop reading.”

	“And how much do you expect for the others you have?” Vincent watched Sean studying a Japanese artwork on the side table.

	“I expect the same as that one, because after three best-selling books I’d say I’ve earned more per book.” 

	“The She Is Mine books haven’t started coming out, and I’m still not sure about naming each book a single word. Whoever heard of a book called Is?” Vincent complained.

	“Joan Aiken. Mine will be another.” Sean moved onto the next piece of artwork. The Viceroys were a wealthy family with many priceless antiques and art pieces that Sean could only dream of owning. Not that he wanted to. He knew how to invest, and it wasn’t in art.

	“But this new one is called Her,” Vincent continued. “Won’t that confuse people when they realise you have two books called She and Her?”

	“Not really.” Sean walked over to the opposite wall to study the paintings. “She is clearly stated that it’s the first book in a trilogy. It’s on the cover, as it will be for Is and Mine. And you might want to get those out sooner rather than later, because once Her comes out, it will blow everyone else’s book out of the water. In fact…” He spun around to face his publisher. “Maybe I should do what Sydney Kingston does and keep my electronic and audio rights so I can release more books. With the numbers I’m writing, I want to get them out sooner rather than later. I don’t want to wait for She Is Mine to come out before releasing Her. I want that out as soon as possible.”

	“How soon?” Vincent’s gaze flicked from Sean to Roger.

	“When Sydney Kingston’s new book is released. September nineteenth.”

	Roger glanced up in surprise. “You want to go head-to-head with Sydney? You’ve never beaten that one-horse race. The only way you had a hit before her was because we released the book at the beginning of September and then she knocked you out of the park when her book came out.”

	“Except.” Sean put up a finger. “I’ve heard from a little bird that Sydney may not be publishing this year. She’s gone back to Australia for a holiday, or permanently, I’m not sure, but she may not release a book this year.”

	Vincent leaned forward in excitement. “Who did you hear that from? We have to find out if that’s true, Roger.” He turned to his agent. “Can you find out anything?”

	“Probably not, but I do happen to know we have someone who’s friends with Pulsate’s publicist. Maybe we can get some info from her.”

	“Excellent.” Vincent rubbed his long bony white hands together.

	With his dark slicked back hair, pale skin, taut face, and sharp teeth, Sean was reminded of Dracula every time he saw his publishing house boss.

	“Are you sure this information is correct?” Vincent asked Sean. “We can start planning the release now.”

	“I’m not a hundred percent, but she moved back about two months ago, and I heard rumblings from different book launches.” He’d tried calling Sydney multiple times since finding out she’d left, not only New York, but him high and dry to deal with the consequences of his detention and house arrest. She’d changed her number and wasn’t answering emails or DMs on socials. He was being ignored and that he wasn’t going to tolerate. He’d sought revenge in his book, which was why it was important it came out on Sydney’s publishing date. To get back at her for leaving him.

	“We’ll definitely be publishing this book, Vincent, and it’s definitely worth five million. I’ve just finished chapter five and it’s incredible.” Roger let out a rush of breath. He’d acquired the ability to speed-read over the last few decades of editing.

	“Thank you, that’s why it needs to be released on Sydney’s publishing day.” Sean picked up his bag from the couch. “I’ll get back to you with those specs for the other two novels. They’re explosive too, but I have to write them, so I’m off to get a start. Vincent, Roger, I’ll see you when I sign that contract.”

	“Of course, Sean.” Vincent gracefully rose from his chair and escorted his star author to the door. “We’ll see you soon, my darling boy. We’ll see you soon.”

	Sean took the lift down to the ground floor and caught a taxi for his ride home. There was no point driving into the middle of Manhattan on a weekday with nowhere to park. It would have taken too long to get to each appointment, so taxis and Uber it was.

	He arrived home and hurried up to his condo, making sure to lock the door behind him. He made a coffee, hot and strong, and went into the adjoining condo to work. The space, air, and light made writing for long hours a breeze, and with the ideas lurking in his head, he would be working long hours to get them written.

	Sean stared at the pictures of Sydney on the wall while his laptop booted up, and opened a file marked new novel spec. He read what he’d previously written and added another page of ideas to it. They poured from his mind, through his hands, to the keys and into words in the document. His fingers flew over the keyboard as fast as he thought and he added another page, and another.

	He finally stopped and took a deep slow breath, rubbed his hands together, and sat back in his chair. It was perfect, just as perfect as Her. As all of his books were. Because all of his books were about Sydney.

	Sean left his chair and walked over to the wall opposite. His gaze pored over the photos, studying them. Sydney’s face, her eyes, lips, nose, her hair and the way it sat just so, framing her face. Her eyes sparkled in many photos, were worried or overcast in others; the ones he’d taken when he’d followed her. She hadn’t known he had, he’d kept his distance, and used a zoom lens, worn a disguise, and pretended to take photos of other people, architecture, and nature.

	He unpinned two photocopies of notes he’d made and sent her, and wandered over to the window, staring at them as he remembered the day he’d made the first note.

	He’d placed the last of the letters onto the sheet of paper and set it just so. It didn’t need to be perfect, just to dry in place.

	Gazing upon the three words, a small smile slid across his lips. It would be sent tomorrow, and she’d get it in a few days. If only he could see the look on her face when she ripped open the envelope and pulled it out, reading it, as she would be thinking it was fan mail. As it was. Just not the type she usually received or expected.

	No, this fan mail was special. One that would make her blood run cold and drain from her already white face as it contracted in fear. That’s what he wanted to see. The fear. He wanted her to fear him and what he would do. Because, by God, he would do it.

	About that, he was certain.

	“Ow!” He dropped them, and they fell from his hands like molten lava, burning his flesh in the process. He blew on his fingers and stared down at the pages. They weren’t lava and weren’t on fire. They were simple photocopies of letters.

	Sean sighed and muttered, “Why did I make them? God, how could I be so stupid? Why would I do that?” He slowly bent and reached for them. They were cool to the touch, and he picked them up. They were just paper, after all, evidence of his stupidity. His seventeen-year-old stupidity. Stupidity that led to jealousy and hatred and revenge.

	The scent of the glue he’d used to attach the letters to the paper wafted into his nostrils. He heard the metal on metal of the scissor blades as he snipped out the letters from the magazine. He felt the powder left on his hands from the gloves he’d worn to leave no prints. The mask, hair net, and goggles he’d worn to leave no accidental evidence behind. He’d gone all out for the preparation. Had learned from his family what criminals did to leave no evidence behind. He’d done it and had left no evidence behind. No one had arrested him. No one had found out that four years ago he sent Sydney death threats. Die, bitch, die! was the first one he’d sent. It had taken him hours to think of it. It had to be perfect, and it was. But then he’d done a 180 and insisted his mother invite her old college roommate and her best friend Sydney Kingston, author extraordinaire, over for lunch. “Why?” he muttered. “Why did I do that? After everything that happened.”

	He sighed and walked back to the wall, pinned them in place, and slid his hands into his pockets. Staring at the copies, he remembered making them, cutting them, gluing them, and sending them off. The scene played over and over. The scents, the sounds, grew louder and stranger. They bounced around the inside of his head, the walls of his skull, pounding against his eyeballs, the back of his skull, hitting the nerves of his spine at the very top.

	“God, stop!” he yelled, clutching his head, bending at the waist, his eyes bulging out of their sockets. Sharp waves of pain shot from the centre of his spine to either side of his skull. “Just stop!” Sean fell to his knees and sobbed. “Stop, just stop.” He breathed slowly, remembering the exercises his therapist had taught him four years ago. His breathing slowly regulated, the pain throbbed less until it eased altogether, and he was able to get to his feet.

	“What the hell was that?” he gasped, and made his way to the couch, rubbing the back of his head and eyes. “What the hell was that?”

	It hadn’t happened in three years. The rumbling, tumbling, crashing waves did, before the pain behind his eyes made him focus on writing, but that, that, hadn’t happened in years. Why now? Why now? What was going on now that caused that?

	He sighed and rested his head on the back of the couch. Is it because I’m in therapy, or is it karma come back to bite me in the ass? Or am I overreacting? I’ve dealt with these attacks before. I can deal with them again. He slowly rose and sat behind his desk, staring at the image of him and Sydney in its frame. He pulled up a new Word doc and began to type.

	 

	*****

	 

	On Sunday afternoon, a banging at the door roused Sean from his writing. He glanced at the clock, heard another bang, and quickly checked the outside camera on his security tablet. “Shit!”

	His family were at his door with lunch. He tapped a green button and said, “Just a minute,” and quickly saved his document and closed his laptop. He hurried to the wall opposite and closed it over the photos of Sydney, and rushed through the secret doorway to his front door and flung it open. “What?”

	“’Bout damn time!” Declan declared, striding into the condo. “We shouldn’t have to wait around for you, Sean.”

	“Then why are you here?” Sean asked in return, glancing at each family member as they crossed his threshold. “I was busy, Father, you caught me in the middle of writing the new book. Not that you know what that is.” He closed the door after Sierra and walked into the kitchen area. “Why are you all here?”

	“We brought Sunday lunch to you.” Cormac removed his glasses and gazed around the room. “It’s already cooked; just needs a reheat, and since you have an oven in both condos, we can heat it all up at the same time.” He gave Sean a grim-lipped smile. “Don’t worry, I know my way into the other condo.”

	“Feel free.” Sean waved a hand. “The kitchen’s the same layout as this one.” He watched Emerson, Sandy and Sierra, along Alec’s partner Diane, start the oven and prepare the food. He sighed, and saw Alec grabbed a couple of trays and followed his father into the second condo.

	“There’s a dinner set and cutlery in the cupboard,” he told them. “Might not be enough, unless you brought them along, too.” He sat on an island bench stool and watched. “I had no need to buy a bigger dinner set; it’s just me.”
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