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        DESCHANEL FAMILY

      

      

      The Deschanel (pronounced Day-shah-nell) family are the line of heirs of the great Charles Deschanel of France, who settled the Deschanel dynasty in Louisiana in 1844. All current day descendants of the original Charles are either of the line of August or Blanche. Deschanels are of the line of August, and all others (Fontenots, Broussards, Guidrys, etc.) come from Blanche. August had seven children: Charles, Augustus, Colleen, Madeline, Evangeline, Maureen, and Elizabeth. Only Augustus, Colleen, Evangeline, and Maureen survive today.

      The present-day Charles had six children. Nicolas, from Charles’ legitimate marriage to Cordelia. Nathalie, Giselle, Lucienne, and Adrienne, from his affair with Lisette Duchene. And finally, Anne, another daughter of an illicit affair, with Angelique Fontaine.

      The rights of inheritance of the Deschanels follow the tradition of the eldest son, so Nicolas, son of the late Charles, grandson of August, is the current heir. Nicolas is childless, and if he does not choose an heir, the distinction passes to his uncle, Augustus, and then through his line.

      
        
        Charles (d.) & Cordelia Deschanel (d.)

        Nicolas

      

      

      
        
        & Lisette Duchene (d.)

        Nathalie (d.)

        Giselle (d.)

        Lucienne (d.)

        Adrienne (d.) m. Oz Sullivan (issue: Christian)*

      

        

      
        *Adrienne had one child by her husband Oz Sullivan, Christian. She adopted his daughter from a prior marriage, Naomi.

      

        

      
        & Angelique Fontaine (d.)

        Anne m. Jonathan St. Andrews

      

        

      
        Colleen Deschanel & Noah Jameson

        Amelia m. Jacob Donnelly (issue: Moira)

        Benjamin (d.)

        Ashley*

      

        

      
        *Ashley was married to Christine, and they had three children. After their daughter, Katey, tragically passed, Christine ran off with the other children, and they are currently presumed to be deceased as well.

      

        

      
        Augustus & Ekatherina Deschanel (d.)

        Anasofiya m. Finn St. Andrews (issue: Aleksandr)

      

        

      
        Augustus is currently married to Barbara, and they have no children.

      

        

      
        Other Siblings of Charles, Augustus, & Colleen

        Madeline (d.)

        Evangeline

        Maureen

        Elizabeth (d.)
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        FONTENOT FAMILY

        The Fontenot family (pronounced Fon-tuh-no), are cousins of the Deschanel family, equal in wealth and prestige. Where the Deschanels are descendants of the line of August, the Fontenots are descendants of the line of Blanche. Luther, Llewellyn, and Lowell are brothers, the sons of Eugenia and Wallace Fontenot, and grandsons of Blanche and Claudius Broussard.

      

        

      
        Luther & Josephine Fontenot

        Fleur & Remy (twins)

        Theodore

      

        

      
        Llewellyn & Sophie Fontenot

        Charlotte

        Annette (d.)

      

        

      
        Lowell & Julia Fontenot

        Julian

        Courtney

        Noelle
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        WEATHERLY FAMILY

        The Weatherly family is considered “new money” by New Orleans standards, currently on the third generation of their esteemed Weatherly Department Store business. Daniel Weatherly Sr. established the upscale company in the 1950s, and upon his death, control passed to his son, Daniel Jr., who in turn has selected his eldest daughter, Cassidy, to be his eventual successor. His second daughter, Lauren, has shown no interest in being involved in the family business, and instead pursued a career as a lawyer, working at Sullivan & Associates. She is currently on indefinite assignment with the firm’s biggest client, the Deschanels.

      

        

      
        Daniel & Mary Weatherly (d.)

        Cassidy m. Cameron Sullivan (issue: Ainsley, Willow)

        Lauren
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        LAVIOLETTE FAMILY

        The LaViolettes are a wealthy, mysterious, matriarchically-led family with business in most of the industries that keep New Orleans afloat. They are cousins of the Deschanels, stemming back to their origins in France, but no kinship exists between the branches. The current head of the family is Harlowe LaViolette, a formidable woman known for her disinclination to abide enemies. The LaViolettes have representation in politics, law enforcement, and the justice system, and for these reasons are believed to be untouchable. All men who marry into the LaViolette family take the surname of their wives.

      

        

      
        Harlow & Llewellyn Fontenot

        Adaline (Charlotte)

      

        

      
        Harlow & Percy LaViolette

        Adrien

        Armand

        Anessa
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        HENRY FAMILY

        Archibald Henry is the founder of the Henry Investment Group, a firm representing high-profile clients in New Orleans. Their investments have come under scrutiny due to the extensive nature of tax shelters and pass-through businesses used to assist their clients in moving their money around. Archibald’s only son, Lawrence, does not have the same nose or passion for the business, and his involvement is limited to his work with The Henry Fund, a non-profit charity for families displaced by natural disasters.

      

        

      
        Archibald & Henrietta Henry

        Lawrence
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        DESCHANEL MAGI COLLECTIVE COUNCIL

        The Deschanel Magi Collective Council is the governing body over the Deschanel Magi Collective. There are nine council members, to preserve a voting majority. The Council discusses matters before taking them to the broader Collective.

      

        

      
        Sacred vows: "In power, obligation. In obligation, commitment. In commitment, solidarity. In solidarity, enlightenment. And the Council also lives under governance, through enlightenment."

      

        

      
        Council Members

        Colleen Deschanel (Magistrate)

        Luther Fontenot

        Jasper Broussard

        Evangeline Deschanel-Gehring

        Pansy Guidry

        Nicolas Deschanel

        Imogen Broussard

        Chelsea Sullivan-Landry

        Connor Sullivan
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        SULLIVAN & ASSOCIATES

        Sullivan & Associates is a family-owned law firm, and one of the oldest and most trusted in New Orleans, founded in 1839 by Aidan Sullivan. Comprised mostly of Sullivans, the firm is considered something of a birthright for any Sullivans looking to go into law. The handful of non-Sullivans working there have had to work extra hard to prove themselves. Lauren Weatherly is one such attorney.

      

        

      
        Notable Sullivan & Associates Attorneys

        Lauren Weatherly

        Cameron Sullivan

        Oz Sullivan

        Quillan Sullivan

        Rory Sullivan

        Colin Sullivan, Jr.
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        HOMES & PROPERTIES

      

        

      
        The Gardens

        The colossal mansion of Colleen Deschanel at Jackson Ave., taking up an entire square block between Coliseum and Prytania in the Garden District. The Gardens also houses the cavernous chambers where the Deschanel Magi Collective and the Collective Council meet to discuss family business. The architectural style of the estate is Italianate, and the most notable feature is the extensive, exotic garden wrapping around the property, shielding the home from outside view.

      

        

      
        Ophelie

        A large plantation and surrounding lands purchased by Charles Deschanel I, built in 1844, and currently occupied by Nicolas Deschanel, who inherited it as the heir to the estate. Located near Vacherie, an hour west of New Orleans, the Greek Revival ivory mansion on the Mississippi River is secluded from the road by gates and foliage. The estate has forty-five rooms and large ornate gardens, as well as two hundred outbuildings from when the property was a working plantation.

      

        

      
        Nicolas’ French Quarter Flat

        A flat atop a jazz club, on Frenchmen near Dauphine, where Nicolas sleeps when he’s been out partying, to avoid the long drive back to Ophélie. The flat has two bedrooms, a spacious living area, and opens up on the backside into a shared courtyard.

      

        

      
        Lauren’s Apartment

        Lauren’s traditional French Quarter apartment, located on Ursulines near Iberville. The apartment is two stories, and has a private courtyard.

      

        

      
        The Weatherly Estate

        The vast, columned Uptown home of Daniel Weatherly, gifted to his father for his patronage of Tulane. The estate is located behind the sister universities of Tulane and Loyola, near the Ursuline’s Academy.

      

        

      
        Magnolia Grace

        A beautiful, traditional Greek Revival mansion in the Garden District that once belonged to Fitz Deschanel (the second son of Charles I), and has ever since been passed down through the second sons. August Deschanel was the last second son to inherit the property, and he gave it to his daughter, Anasofiya, upon her marriage to Finnegan St. Andrews. The property is located on Prytania, near Eighth.

      

        

      
        Femme Forte

        A sprawling Northshore mansion along Lake Pontchartrain, considered the birthright of Blanche and her descendants. The property is currently in possession of Luther Fontenot, who is the eldest son of Blanche’s favorite child, Eugenia.
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      Explanations later, the others insisted. When they were safe. When they could breathe again.

      Charlotte’s questions mounted with each dubious step in the dark, musty tunnel system that seemed to stretch on forever. Her fear of the horrors they’d left behind gradually grew to be stronger than her hope for whatever promises would come at the end of the longest night of her life. Hestia, Harper, and the others, they claimed they wanted something more—better. All this time, while she’d been toiling in solitude at the compound, there’d been an entire cohort of LaViolettes working against Harlowe’s crazed machinations.

      How the hell had she missed that?

      They seemed like the real deal. All the LaViolettes she’d taken a fondness to—and some she was still warming up to, like her siblings—in one place, working toward a yet unclear goal but at least in the same ballpark as Charlotte’s. But if she’d learned anything in her six months with the LaViolettes, it was that even villains believed they were the heroes of their own stories.

      Lawrence’s hand was laced so tightly with hers that they were both throbbing. Through his heartbeat, she felt the fear he would never speak aloud, his pulse racing even faster and harder than her own. He didn’t have to be there. He shouldn’t be there. The moment she’d seen his face at the compound, every bit of her courage had come crashing down. Everything she’d done to keep him safe had been for nothing. His sacrifice now was a choice, one that had both nothing and everything to do with her.

      And now they’d both been given a second chance, but with no earthly idea what that looked like beyond puddles in a dark, dingy tunnel.

      Julian stepped up close at their backs. His sneakers splashed around as he dodged puddles. “You all right, Charlotte?”

      “Okay, I suppose,” she said, turning her head sideways with a quick smile. “You?”

      “Peachy,” he replied, and she couldn’t help laughing, no matter how bizarre and terrifying the circumstances were. “And you, Lawry?”

      “I chose to be here.” Lawrence’s voice was low, heavy with... something. She couldn’t read it and was reminded of how little she actually knew Lawrence Henry.

      Don’t. Don’t do this to yourself. You know how you feel. Who you are.

      “No talking,” Harper barked from somewhere behind them. “Not until we get out of here.”

      “And when will that be?” Julian asked in a shouty whisper, voicing what Charlotte was too nervous to say.

      “Soon,” was all she said.

      And where, exactly, are we going?

      Charlotte couldn’t even guess the answer. Until she’d been whisked into the crypts like a fugitive, she hadn’t even known there was a resistance against Harlowe. Led by some of the very same people who kissed the psycho’s ass and enjoyed prime placement in her inner circle.

      Nothing escaped Harlowe’s notice. The woman was a human hawk. Charlotte couldn’t rule out this being an elaborate test, or Harlowe giving them all just enough rope to hang themselves.

      Her internal clock told her they’d been in the tunnels for over an hour. That there were even this many usable tunnels so close to the Mississippi River was, frankly, impressive, and the likelihood they went much farther declined with every step away from the compound. Charlotte held onto this reminder to keep herself from losing her mind, counting the cracks and inspecting the patches of moss bloated with moisture.

      There were seven or eight LaViolettes ahead. She knew most of them. Were there more, wherever they were going?

      Or was this yet another sick ceremony from Harlowe?

      It didn’t seem like it. For the first time in many months, she felt...

      Hope.

      She wondered how Nicolas and Lauren were faring. Whether they knew Colleen had been taken and subjected to horrific torture at the hands of a psychopath. There wasn’t anything she could have done about it above ground, and there was nothing she could do below, but once she was given leave to speak, that would be her very first question: what the fuck are we going to do about that crazy bitch kidnapping our Colleen?

      It was Nicolas she needed to contact, but would the others let her? That’s how she’d know. That would be the moment she’d either embrace her unexpected freedom or be forced into a differently colored prison jumpsuit.

      If Charlotte had known Harper was whisking them away, she’d have fought to bring Colleen. Although, even considering such a thing felt like the whim of a child living in a world they didn’t yet know was hard and imperfect. Colleen was beyond her help, at least for now. Everyone was. Even the man she loved, holding fast to her hand, joining her on an unknown voyage to an unpredictable destination.

      I’d rather die than leave you, he’d said when they’d taken a short break, speaking aloud her very worst fear.

      And I’d rather die than watch you.

      “Fucking finally,” Adrien groaned from ahead. Moments later, a fresh intrusion of light had Charlotte squinting. She raised one arm to shield her eyes as they adjusted to the growing brilliance. Lawrence’s pace hastened and Charlotte tried to match it, and before long, they were practically running.

      A long, narrow set of stairs appeared. The others had already begun ascending. Lawrence nudged Charlotte to go ahead as there was barely width for one person, let alone two. With some reluctance, she released his hand, wiping the residual sweat onto her dress, and clambered up behind a breathless Uncle Haywood. He turned back once to offer a reassuring smile, sweat streaming down his cheeks.

      Moments later, she exited into a large field at the edge of a thin forest of meager pines. Moonlight spilled over the land, lighting some of it, leaving the rest in darkness. The sound of the river drew her focus to a nearby port, where a large cargo ship was docked.

      “What...” Charlotte couldn’t form words in between greedy swallows of fresh air. She brushed her lips on her hand to rid her mouth of the lingering taste of mildew and cobwebs.

      Hestia rushed over to Charlotte and drew her in for a quick, tight hug. “Once we get on the ship, I promise we’ll talk. I’ll tell you everything. But by now, Harlowe will have undoubtedly realized you’re gone. Harper is gone. Others she trusts are gone. And we need to clear the country before she has a chance to mobilize a recovery. All right?”

      Charlotte could only nod, her senses whipped by the scent of pine and oil and so many other things she couldn’t catalogue in her state of overwhelm. Her hair gusted around her face, reminding her she was both free and trapped, climbing from one prison into potentially another.

      Clear the country. We’re leaving the U.S. She nearly fell to her knees, but Lawrence was quick, gathering her into his arms and sweeping her off her feet.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered, brushing the words along her temple before launching them into formation with the others and bounding down the short slope toward the docks.

      Charlotte buried her face in Lawrence’s chest, bracing through the hard jostling of his pace. She needed to build her strength slowly. Whatever awaited them, she’d be tested in ways even the past six months hadn’t prepared her for.

      Just breathe, she thought as Lawrence landed on the wooden dock.

      Just breathe, she reminded herself as the clang of metal and an abrupt shift in incline denoted they were boarding.

      “Just breathe,” was the last thing she said as she peeled out of his arms and watched the ship pull away from land, destination unknown.

      Hestia sidled up next to her on the deck. She handed Charlotte a bottled coffee. “It’s not the best, but it will wake you up.”

      Charlotte’s brows knit together. “Wake me up?”

      Hestia nodded and cast her gaze into the river as they watched the land slowly recede. She closed her eyes and inhaled. “Just a few hours and we’ll be in Cuban waters. One of the few places in the world that bitch has no power over us.”

      “We’re going to Cuba?” Charlotte asked, stunned.

      “Not exactly,” Hestia answered. She nodded at the coffee. “Drink up. The others will probably want to sleep, but I know you, and you won’t get any until you have answers. Right?” She handed a bottle to Lawrence as well, who nodded his thanks.

      “Thank you, Hestia,” Charlotte said softly. She uncapped the drink and took a sip. It was sweet and gross, but also the best thing she’d ever tasted because it was the first thing she’d tasted after escaping that heinous bitch.

      “Don’t thank me just yet, Charlotte. Getting away was the easy part. What happens next...” She lifted her eyes skyward. “Well, that’s up to us.”
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      Nicolas’s arm had gone numb an hour ago, but it would have to fall off altogether before he dared move it. Lauren slept against his chest, her legs curled up against her very pregnant belly, a position supported by his other arm, looped around the outside of her shins with a firm, protective hold. They’d been in the chair for hours, trapped somewhere between peace and anguish.

      Everything he had ever truly wanted was wrapped in his arms, and yet all of it was ephemeral.

      Lauren stirred, shifting. Her sleepy breath warmed his neck, prompting a long, defeated sigh from Nicolas, who would do absolutely anything to disappear into whatever this was.

      Nicolas kissed the back of her head and leaned in to whisper, “Lauren. You awake?”

      Lauren moaned, slithering against him, burying another breath into the hollow of his neck. “A little.” She turned her head up, blinking through bloodshot, bleary eyes as she tried on a smile. Her face was splotched with the evidence of her earlier tears. Maybe his was, too. He preferred not to know. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

      “I wish I could let you sleep forever.” He thought of the cognac nearby, a quick, easy escape calling his name. He refused to answer. Not then. Not ever again.

      In a couple of short months, he was going to be a father. A fucking father. One careless night was all—no, not careless. Lauren had been hurting, and though he’d given her space to heal, what she’d wanted was him.

      There was nothing careless about that night or the way he loved her.

      “No,” Lauren said, pulling back. She sat up in his lap and wiped her eyes before smoothing her pale hair back off her face. It had grown long in their months apart, long enough for her to twist a snarled, makeshift braid over one shoulder. Her whole body moved as she breathed in. “We have too much to do.”

      “You only have one thing to do,” Nicolas countered. He tugged on her ankles. “And just to be clear, you’re not leaving Ophélie.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut and pulled her mouth into a taut line. “No, no, I need to get back to The Gardens.”

      “Lauren. You’re staying here.” He shifted forward and gently started to lower her to the ground. “You ready to call Ashley?”

      Lauren shook her head with a faraway look. Her jaw shifted back and forth in hazy contemplation. “Everything since I arrived here has been a blur, and I... I don’t even know what time it is. Or day. Do he and Amelia know yet?”

      “I’m not sure who else got the note,” Nicolas answered with an exhausted shrug. “I tried to call Amelia to stand in for her mother later tonight, but I couldn’t reach her. I would assume if she knows, Ashley knows as well, but until we’re in contact...” He blew out a breath. “Hard to say.”

      “He should hear it from someone who loves him,” Lauren said. Her face scrunched together in agony as her thoughts and memories visibly caught up to her. “I can’t believe this is happening, Nic. I just can’t believe...”

      “Me neither.” Nicolas swallowed and stood, gently helping her the rest of the way to her feet. As he did, he glanced at the clock; he needed to leave soon. He’d called the emergency Collective Council meeting for midnight to give everyone a chance to assemble, but they’d already wasted too much time. Several had asked why it was Nicolas, and not Colleen, calling the impromptu emergency session, but he’d save that answer for the meeting. A small blessing that none had pushed him for an answer. There was just no appropriate way to say over the phone that their family matriarch, their beacon of strength and purpose, had been kidnapped by their enemy.

      No doubt some of the family psychics already knew, which meant every second mattered.

      Lauren gazed around the room as though lost. She was still fully dressed in the same clothes she’d arrived in, distraught and armed with the most exciting and terrifying news of his life. The fire had been going for hours, but she broke out in violent shivers.

      Nicolas quickly reached for the quilt on the back of the nearest settee and draped it around her. She smiled in gratitude, teeth clacking. “What’s wrong? Is it the baby?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, fighting for each word. “No. No, it’s not the baby. It’s just...” She bowed her head. “Everything is happening so fast. I don’t even know... I can’t even process it. I really need to get back to The Gardens.”

      Nicolas pulled in a stabilizing breath. He folded his hands over her shoulders. “You’re not going back to The Gardens, Lauren. I’m sorry. We don’t know if Colleen was taken from there or elsewhere, and Ophélie is the one place I know for sure you’ll be safe. You’re staying here until...” He nodded at her belly. Even the sight of it stole the moisture from his mouth. Mine. “Until our child is born. Ashley can stay here, too, if that’s what you want, but I need to know you’re safe.”

      “Because I’m carrying your heir,” she said dryly and wiped her eyes on her sleeve.

      “Because I... care deeply about you.” He tried to swallow, but the effort caught in his throat. “And I won’t lose you. Either of you.” He coughed to clear the clog of emotion. “I should have made it happen sooner, but I really thought I was keeping you safe by having nothing to do with you. If I’d known... but I didn’t. And now you are as much of a target as our child. Harlowe knows how I feel about you, what it would do to me if she got ahold of you. If something happened to you...” He gently shook her shoulders. “Lauren, look at me.”

      Bottom lip buried in her mouth, she did as he asked.

      He had never, ever seen Lauren Weatherly look so vulnerable.

      Everything inside of him melted into a puddle.

      “I... Lauren, I’d die if something happened to you,” he said. He tried to meet her eyes, but his were flooded with tears. I love you. You’ll never want to hear it, and so I won’t say it, but it’s the only truth that matters right now. “Child or no. You know how I feel about you. Nothing has changed for me, except... except now there’s even more to love. So please, I beg you, stay. Stay here with me, where I can offer you not only protection but anything you could ever want or need. Bring your boyfriend. I don’t care. Or maybe I do care, but fuck it, I just want you to be safe and comfortable, so if that will keep you here, then bring him.”

      Lauren breathed out slowly. Nodded. “All right.”

      Nicolas wrapped her head in one arm and pulled her close. He closed his eyes, filled with relief. “I really fucked up, Lauren. When you told me the child is mine, I wasn’t in the best headspace, and I fucked up my reaction. If I could do it all over again, I would. But I am happy. You need to know that. I never even... fucking hell, I’ve never thought about being a father, but that’s all I’ve been thinking about these past few hours, and I’ve never wanted anything more.” With you.

      Lauren peered up at him. “You don’t have to say something you don’t mean. I don’t expect anything from—”

      It was absolutely reckless and a terrible idea, but he kissed her anyway. He wasn’t sure if he’d done it because he’d been hungering for her touch for so long, or if the sound of her heart breaking through her words was breaking his. But the stunted gasp she sounded against his mouth at the surprise intrusion hurt more than all the rest. The child might be his, but Lauren never would be.

      “Forgive me. Fuck.” Nicolas wiped his mouth and broke away. “That was uncalled for.”

      “It’s fine,” she assured him, sounding as lost and confused as he felt. She turned away and wrapped her arms around herself. “We’re both feeling a lot of things right now.”

      “I’m not just... just saying anything, Lauren. I didn’t know how badly I wanted this until you came here and told me...” Nicolas leaned down over the edge of the settee and exhaled. “I want to be present for all of it. Everything. Every appointment. Every... whatever. All of it. If that’s all right with you.”

      Lauren was uncomfortably silent for a long time. Long enough Nicolas almost said it all again. “I owe you a massive apology, Nicolas,” she finally said, turning. She’d tucked more of her soft blond hair behind her ears and now the pain in her face was on full display. “I knew several months ago you were the father, but I told myself that you had too much going on and that this would only distract you. I convinced myself that all the calls and messages I left for you, unanswered, was all the justification I needed to prolong not telling you. I mean...” She laughed and sniffled. “You wouldn’t believe the mental gymnastics I engaged in to make myself believe I was doing the right thing. Colleen was so patient with me about it, despite how obvious it was that she thought I was being ridiculous. Even Ashley... God, even he tried to tell me you’d want to know, but I was stuck so far in my own head and fears that I couldn’t hear anything else over how loud they were.” She made a boxing gesture around her ears.

      A soft exhalation escaped his throat. “Lauren—”

      “So I’m sorry, Nicolas. I’m truly sorry. No matter what fears I had or conclusions I drew, it has always been your right to know. Not just because you’re Nicolas Deschanel with a net worth of a small country to protect, but because half of this child is made of up you. And at first that scared me so much, but that’s only because I was so determined to see the man you used to be and not the man you’ve become.”

      Nicolas was lost for words. A tingle traveled the surface of his skin. He flexed his hands on the smooth wood of the settee arm. “You know, I’d have done the same thing if I were you. Who would ever think I’d be a good father?”

      Lauren rushed over and tucked a hand under his chin, lifting it. “I was wrong. That’s what I’m trying to say. I was wrong, and I’m sorry. I want you to be as involved as you’re comfortable with.”

      “What about Ashley?”

      “He wants...” Lauren trailed off, her eyes darting away. “He wants to be a part of our son’s life, too.”

      “Son?” Nicolas nearly choked. “We’re having a boy?”

      Lauren bit her lip and nodded.

      “Have you...” He cleared his throat. Inhaled a shaky breath through his nose. “Picked a name?”

      “I have, but we can change it if you... if you want input, too.”

      “It’s stupid, but there was always one I had in mind, back when I thought kids might be a part of my future,” he said. “But don’t change what you want for me.”

      “What is it?”

      “Let’s just go with yours.”

      Lauren shifted, crossing her arms. “No, I want to know. Tell me.”

      Nicolas scrunched his face and shook his head. “You first.”

      “Or...” she said, “we’ll say it at the same time. On the count of three?”

      “We’re gonna do this like children?”

      “If you won’t just tell me the damn name, then I guess we’re playing games. On three?”

      Nicolas laughed. “Okay.”

      “One. Two. Three,” she said, and then quickly after, “Atticus.”

      Nicolas blurted the exact same name at the exact same time.

      They stared at each other in intense silence.

      “What... No way.” Lauren was watching him in disbelief. “Why that name for you?”

      Nicolas flexed his brows and blew out through puffed cheeks. “I used to do these word games with myself when I was a boy, with the names of the sisters I... the ones I lost. Nathalie. Giselle. Lucienne. Adrienne. I would put together names that had at least one letter from each of theirs. I don’t know, it was dumb, but I didn’t really know how I was supposed to grieve, and it helped, for a while. I liked Atticus best of the ones I came up with. You?”

      “Atticus Finch, of course,” she said, smiling. “My hero.”

      “Of course,” he said, laughing. “I probably could’ve guessed it if I were on top of my game.”

      “I think it’s beautiful you want to honor your sisters,” she said softly. “It must mean something that we both wanted that name.”

      Nicolas screwed his mouth into a frown so she wouldn’t see how damned emotional the exchange had made him. “That one of us isn’t blocking well enough?”

      Lauren shook her head and released him. “You have to go soon, don’t you?”

      “I should have left five minutes ago, but I’m glad I stayed a little longer.” He reached for one of her hands dangling at her side. “Call Ashley. He’ll come if you want him to. He really does love you.”

      “I know.” Lauren’s voice cracked. She seemed on the verge of some confession but asked a question instead. “When will you be home?”

      Nicolas’s heart did a somersault in his chest. The way she’d said it, home, offered him a glimpse of a future that didn’t belong to him. He’d need to get used to that. To Ashley being around more, to sharing a son with another man. None of it felt real yet, but it would, and he needed to get his fucking head on straight before Atticus arrived. “Late. Given the circumstances, it might be morning before I can make it back. You should probably go on up to bed. Nathalie’s suite is ready for you. You remember the way?”

      Lauren nodded. “I do.”

      “Richard and Condi are here for anything you need. Anything at all.”

      “I know.”

      “And you have Aria’s number. I’ll step out of the fucking meeting if I have to. Call if anything comes up.”

      She squinted one eye. “Only if you promise to answer.”

      He smirked. “I’ll never miss another call from you again, Lauren. Not if I can help it. That’s a promise.”

      Lauren’s expression turned serious. “If I can be useful at all... let me. Harlowe has gone way too far this time. That bitch needs to be stopped, and I don’t want to sit idly by while she tears this family apart.”

      “She went too far with you, too,” Nicolas said, matching her face and tone. “I thought Harlowe was supposed to kidnap me. That was the plan. That’s part of why I needed distance from you.”

      Lauren tilted sideways. “I’m sorry, that was the fucking what?”

      He’d never heard her curse so much. “I’ll tell you everything later.”

      “Nicolas!”

      “I promise. But if you want to know how to help”—he brought her hand to his mouth and tapped it there—”do everything the doctors say, Lauren. Please. I’ll come to you and we’ll talk, and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, but your days of running around like this are done, until Atticus is born.” He stopped her rebuttal with a look. “And you’re right. Harlowe has gone way too far, for way too long. The bitch is done in this town. She’s—”

      Nicolas’s breath caught in his chest. He frantically reached for his phone, which he’d turned to silent after he’d finished making his round of Council calls, and saw he had dozens of notifications.

      From the family.

      From Oz.

      From the media.

      “Fuck. Fuckkkkkkk,” he hissed. He threaded his hair through one hand, pacing as he examined the unread messages. “The fucking press release. It’s out. Shit, shit, shit!”

      Lauren followed him. “What press release?”

      “It’s, ah... fucking hell. This is not good!” Nicolas shoved his phone into his back pocket. “I’ll explain more later, but now you really can’t leave Ophélie. The short version is, I just exposed Harlowe’s darkest secret to the world and now she’s going to be on a fucking rampage.”

      She stared at him in confusion. “Why would you do that?”

      “I asked Oz to yesterday because we were out of moves, but that was before she fucking took... god-fucking-dammit.” Nicolas closed his eyes and silently screamed. “I should have had him stop it the second I learned about Colleen, but then...”

      Lauren nodded slowly. “And then I showed up and distracted you.”

      “No. Nope. We’re not doing this.” Nicolas met her eyes. “I’m glad you came. I want you here. And if you hadn’t come when you did... you might already be in that bitch’s dungeon, or worse. Colleen wouldn’t want that, and you know it.” He darted over and kissed her cheek. “I really have to go, but please get some rest before you make yourself sick. If you end up needing a hospital, protecting you will be that much harder. You might think you’ve only just become my priority, Lauren, but you were my priority all along. It’s why I ignored your calls and texts. It’s why I acted so fucking indifferent to you the few times I saw you. If Harlowe knew how much I... I couldn’t risk it. But things have changed, and you’re about to get real sick of my face. Apologies in advance.” He grinned. “Or not.”

      “But your face is the best part of you,” she said, trying to smile.

      “We both know it’s not,” Nicolas said, flashing her a half-hearted wink.

      Lauren flushed and nudged his shoulder. “Go. But when you come home, you come straight to Nathalie’s suite.”

      Her words sank into his chest, though he knew she hadn’t meant them that way. “All right.”

      “All right,” she agreed. “Be safe, Nic.”

      “No such thing in this family anymore,” he said and tossed her one last weak smile before jogging off.
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      When they’d climbed the footbridge in the dead of night, the ship’s floodlights garish and blinding, Julian had imagined they would be literal stowaways, like in the movies when people climbed inside trunks and crates, praying no one would open them and discover their deception before they made it to their destination. He tried to remember the last time he’d needed to hold his breath for long stretches as he struggled in the chaos to see whether his accommodation for the trip would at least have airholes.

      Once aboard, he was quite grateful he’d kept these thoughts to himself. The ship wasn’t a cargo vessel at all, not on the inside anyway. The top deck appeared unchanged from its days of shipping up and down the Mississippi, but below deck, everything had been refurbished with luxury in mind. It gleamed with newness and dripped with wealth. Gold trimlines, marble surfaces. Wood floors nicer than the ones he had at home in the Garden District.

      Uncle Luther’s indulgent yacht wasn’t half as fancy as the modified workhorse the rebels had requisitioned for fleeing the country.

      Charlotte and Lawrence, hands locked, followed Hestia and Harper down a lavish hall, Julian staying close behind. Now that he was back with Charlotte, he wasn’t taking his eyes off her. No one spoke; no one dared. For once in his life, even Julian didn’t have the heart for questions. He’d blindly followed the instructions in the letter he’d received a week ago: Poking around will get you killed. Meet at the following coordinates if you want to live. It sounded a bit too Terminator to be taken seriously, so why had he left that very moment, packing only what he could fit in a small backpack? Why had he trusted the words at all, when every experience up to that point suggested he should do the opposite?

      “Here,” Harper said, extending an arm toward a door at the end of the hall. Hestia ducked inside first, followed by Charlotte and Lawrence. Julian locked eyes with Harper as he entered, but the woman was as cool and unreadable as a steel post.

      Harper closed the door behind them. Locked it.

      “Expecting pirates?” Lawrence quipped. There was no humor in the poor man’s voice. His eyes were as wide as the moon, his face almost as pale.

      “No.” Harper trained a stoic look on him, lingering long enough to make Lawrence look away. She turned to Charlotte with the same expression. “But there are people on this ship my niece doesn’t trust. Most of us have had months to understand our intentions. I want you to feel safe, Charlotte.”

      “I don’t trust any of you,” Charlotte said with a sullen laugh. An empty bottle of coffee dangled from one hand as she leaned against a wall, her face splotched with exhaustion. “But I trust Harlowe least of all, so here I am. So which one of you is going to tell us what the hell is going on?”

      “That’s the idea, Charlotte,” Hestia said pleasantly. “Let’s sit.”

      Julian took a moment to clock his surroundings. They were in a cabin, like the ones on cruise ships. The bedchamber was twice the size of his own at home, and judging by the doors on either end, there were at least two more rooms in the cabin. He couldn’t help but be a little impressed that the LaViolettes had made comfort a priority in their great escape, but he also couldn’t shake the fear they weren’t taking the matter seriously enough.

      Harper sank into one of two plush chairs. Hestia propped herself against a dresser. Charlotte, still donning a wary look, slipped into the other chair, Lawrence settling in behind her. He had his sleeves pulled up, revealing tense forearms as he wrapped both hands over Charlotte’s shoulders.

      Julian grabbed a smaller chair and pulled it over.

      Then Harper did something unexpected. She nodded at Hestia, a silent hand-off of authority.

      “You’re the leader?” Julian asked.

      “There is no leader,” Hestia said. “Rosebud is often the one tapped to keep us organized, but we’re all equals in this dance. Everyone here chose to be here. That was important to us, choice. Harlowe’s rule is absolute. Our rebellion, if that’s what you want to call it, is built upon the belief we should always get to choose.”

      “Who is Rosebud?” Julian swiveled his head in confusion.

      “Every one of us has had a part of ourselves taken from us.” It was Harper who answered. “Rosebud’s son was murdered and her sister, Ruth Ann, refused to pursue justice because it was Charles Deschanel who killed Soren, and had they punished him, their revenge plot would have been sidelined. Rosebud’s lover was then killed as well. Mercifully before she was forced to cut his still-beating heart from his chest.” She crossed her legs and folded her linked hands over her knee. “And I can’t speak of my own loss, even now. But it’s a part of me. I live with it every single day.”

      “All of us have a story. There’s a reason I never married,” Hestia added. “I thought I’d be exempt, out of the line of fire, but Harlowe... she took a fondness to me when I was a girl. I was sneaky about my first love, but there’s no cleverness that can outwit a creature like her. I will never, ever forget the way Josh’s heart felt in my hands. And I will never, ever love another, until Harlowe is neutered.”

      “All of us have a story,” Harper repeated. “Everyone here, and everyone who isn’t here.”

      Charlotte’s face crumpled in sympathy. “I’m so sorry. For both of you. For all of you.”

      “Us,” Hestia pressed. She tipped a nod at Lawrence. “He’ll never be safe either until she’s taken down. You were ready to sacrifice yourself to save him. And now? You won’t have to, Charlotte.”

      “Harlowe, Scarlett, Ruth Ann. They’re just women. They’re not the end all, be all of the LaViolettes. They are not the future,” Harper said. “It shouldn’t have taken as long as it did, but the heirs have held this family hostage far too long. We’re taking it back.”

      Julian scrunched his face with a bracing sound. He felt like the only one in the room who didn’t understand, something he’d always loathed. “So what, we flee the country like fugitives, and then...”

      Harper and Hestia exchanged an edgy look. “Fleeing wasn’t always the plan,” Harper said. “We had to adjust when it became clear Harlowe was ready to dispose of Charlotte, which was, to say the least, unexpected. If there’s any sign my sister has gone mad, it’s the way she’s abandoned the most integral part of a plot she’s spent her whole life designing. Even I didn’t see her turning on Charlotte, and she tells me everything.”

      Julian’s mouth hung open. “So there’s not a plan, is that what you’re saying?”

      Hestia’s mouth twisted. “No, there’s been a change to the plan, is all—”

      “You have no idea what comes next. Do you?” Julian passed a horrified look around the small group, trying not to look out the windows at the choppy river, inky and foreboding in the midnight hours, already making him seasick. “Do you?”

      “Can we back up?” Charlotte asked. “How long have you all been... communicating about this? How many are you?”

      “Roughly fifty,” Hestia answered. “Fifty who have joined our efforts, mind you. There are hundreds more who would, if they had the courage, and no one can blame them for not. As for how long we’ve been talking about this... I came to Rosebud a year or so ago. That’s how it started. We communicate only telepathically and only briefly. Everyone has a code name. No real names or hints at relationships that might ‘out’ someone if the conversations were intercepted. Our ranks doubled when you came to the compound, Charlotte, because everyone knew you would be on our side, and it was the first time we all felt a sense of hope, that perhaps something could change.”

      “How did you know I’d be on your side?”

      Hestia flashed a smile. “Sorry, but you really are a terrible actor.”

      Lawrence squeezed Charlotte’s shoulders and kissed the top of her head. She tilted her head up with a sleepy grin, and he kissed that, too.

      Julian hadn’t understood Charlotte’s stubbornness about following Lawrence in Paris. He certainly hadn’t believed they were in love. But he saw now how wrong he’d been. All his life he’d been surrounded by the illusion of happiness, the evanescence of bonds forged for the wrong reasons. The natural way Charlotte and Lawrence had with each other was the most authentic connection he’d ever seen. It was worth fighting for. Suffering for. Maybe even dying for.

      It reminded him of how he’d felt with Alastair—no, Armand, he had to remember who the man was—before he discovered he’d been played.

      Not surprisingly—but still heartbreaking—Armand had not been among the faces who set sail.

      “Not all fifty are here,” Harper said. “Better for us to leave some close to her, so we don’t lose that connection entirely.” She plucked at fabric pilling on her tweed suit. “And I, too, will need to return soon.”

      “Return?” Charlotte pitched forward in her chair and Lawrence’s hands fell away. “She knows you’re a traitor now, Harper!”

      “She does not, Charlotte,” Harper said calmly. “She—”

      “You were the last one to see us. The one who escorted us—”

      “Charlotte,” Harper asserted. “When Harlowe visits your room, which she has no doubt done already, she will find a letter from Haywood. It will say that you, Anessa, Adrien, and I have been taken for ransom. There will be detailed instructions left for where she can find me, and when she does, I’ll be tied up and beaten within an inch of my life. Left alive only to deliver a message from her enemies. Harlowe... loves me. She should have killed me when... it doesn’t matter. She couldn’t kill me then, and her love for me will blind her to the truth of the matter.”

      “Harper,” Charlotte whispered. “There has to be another way.”

      “The letter will also say,” Harper continued, “that if Harlowe does not step down and relinquish her power, money, and authority to Haywood, then you, Anessa, and Adrien will be killed, and there will be a war.”

      “Pinning this whole thing on Haywood?” Charlotte was incredulous. “She’ll never believe it.”

      “Harlowe’s entire existence is scored by the knowledge any one of her siblings would take her out if they could. She’ll never believe Haywood did it on his own, mind you, but that will also explain why others are missing,” Harper said. “With the heirs missing, she won’t have many options left to her.”

      “But she still has Armand,” Julian pointed out. Until he said the name, he didn’t realize how hard he’d been holding onto the hope that Armand was on the ship; that he’d been waiting to tell Julian until the time was right.

      Hestia snorted and Julian’s hopes deflated. “She’d as soon throw him in the river as crown him heir.”

      “Harlowe would happily see us all dead,” Charlotte said. “She’ll call your bluff.”

      “At first, she will.” Harper shrugged. “But she’ll soon realize this is bigger than Haywood. The true power of Harlowe, of my mother and grandmother, has been their belief every last one of us is a working part of the system. That, whether we agree or not, we recognize and respect the authority of the line and will always fall into whatever formation the heir demands. Individuals have questioned this and paid the ultimate price. But the heirs have never before had to contend with entire swaths of disenchanted LaViolettes willing to risk everything for change.”

      “If you’re wrong, you’ve all blown up your lives for nothing,” Julian said. He squeezed sleep from his eyes, but it did nothing to allay the daze. He’d never wanted or needed rest so badly. “Right now, she still has all the power. The money. The... everything.”

      “No,” Harper said with a slow grin, “she doesn’t have everything, Julian.”

      “What was your plan before Harlowe tanked it?” Lawrence asked.

      “We’d hoped to replace Harlowe with Charlotte,” Hestia said. She rose and went to a tall bureau, opening it to reveal a small fridge. She pulled out more bottles of coffee and passed them around. Julian shook his head. He couldn’t afford to be up for another minute longer than was necessary. He was running on two hours of sleep in the past forty-eight hours, and he didn’t imagine he’d be getting much more on the ship. “And, with Charlotte’s Deschanel connections, convince them to join with us to neutralize Harlowe. We already know Nicolas would see the wisdom in it, especially now that he’s going to be a father. And with Colleen... well, they’ll all see the wisdom in it, won’t they?”

      “Please tell me you had nothing to do with her kidnapping,” Lawrence said slowly. He blindly grabbed for a chair and dragged it next to Charlotte. “Because that would be beyond the pale, Hestia.”

      “We were just as shocked as everyone else,” Harper said. She glanced away with a guarded look. “My sister didn’t even tell me until she walked me into the room to find Colleen bound in a chair.”

      Julian buzzed, head to toe, with exhaustion. He was running on less than fumes. “Maybe she doesn’t trust you as much as you think she does.”

      Everyone turned his way. Charlotte’s eyes narrowed slightly, like she was trying to read him.

      “Well?” Julian flopped his hands out. “Am I wrong? You all thought Harlowe was marching down one path, and it turns out she was on another and none of you seemed to know it.”

      Harper shot to her feet. “That’s enough for tonight. Everyone’s tired, and this conversation will be more productive when everyone’s had a chance to recover themselves. We’ll reach Cuban waters before you wake in the morning. Take your time. Rest. You’ll need it for tomorrow and everything after.” She flashed Julian a glare that bordered on hostile. “Good night.”

      After Harper left, Hestia bowed over her knees and sighed at the floor. “Harper is struggling in a way none of us can relate to. Most of the LaViolettes tolerate Harlowe or kowtow to her unreasonable demands because they have no other choice. But Harper... she loves her sister. More than anyone. She wouldn’t be here if she believed there was any other way.” She sat up. “But she’s right, tomorrow—” Her face scrunched into a frown when a shrill beeping sounded.

      “Is that a phone?” Lawrence asked. “I thought everyone’s were confiscated before we boarded.”

      “It’s a sat phone,” Hestia said. A slight tremor entered her voice as she dug through a drawer and pulled it out. Stared. Her eyes widened, her shoulders sagging. One hand whipped to her open mouth.

      “What? Hestia, what’s wrong?” Charlotte asked.

      “Fucking hell,” Hestia said through a long exhale. She dropped onto the bed, still gaping at the phone. “Nicolas Deschanel sent out a press release to the media revealing a long list of financial documents that expose Harlowe’s... gambling addiction... and her mountains of debt. What... what is this...” She looked up, mouth gaping wide. “Change of plan. Charlotte, do you trust your cousin?”

      “With my life,” Charlotte replied. She went and joined Hestia on the bed, reading over her shoulder. “Jesus Christ. Is he trying to get himself killed? Does he know about Colleen?”

      “That’s what we need to find out.” Hestia threw the satellite phone on the bed. “Do you have a way to contact him? A secure way?”

      Charlotte’s head shook. “I don’t know. His number was in my phone, but that got taken, and it wasn’t exactly secure, so...” She turned to Lawrence, but he was staring out the window, arms crossed, deep in thought.

      Julian shoved to his feet. He raised his hand and then, feeling foolish, dropped it and cleared his throat instead. “Oz Sullivan. Any of the Sullivans.” Everyone turned his way. He inhaled and pinched his shoulders back. “They’ll know how to get in contact with Nicolas in a way that’s safe for us and him. They have, uh, protocol for things like this.”

      Hestia scowled, but she was nodding. “Yeah. Yeah, we could do that. I’ll, uh... talk to the others in the morning, and we’ll figure out a way forward.” She forced a smile. “Let me show you to your rooms. Everything you need should be there already, including fresh clothing and toiletries.”

      Julian caught Charlotte as they followed Hestia into the hall. “Hey, Char. Are you okay?”

      Tears pooled under her lids as she nodded. She was practically swaying on her feet. He wished he had the right words to comfort her. “I’m... I’ll be all right. I just need some sleep.” Her lower lip trembled. “My parents? Have you...”

      “I haven’t seen them, but Lawrence has. He was with them for the past few months. I think. No one would tell me anything.”

      Charlotte squeezed his arm and leaned in to peck his cheek. “I’m sorry for that. I’m even sorrier you got sucked into all of this. But I’m glad you’re here, Jules. I love you and I’ve really missed you.”

      Julian felt more alive in that moment than he had in months. Years.

      Whatever else had happened, whatever would happen, he was exactly where he was supposed to be. The days of everyone shutting him out and invalidating his opinions were over.

      Finally.

      And he would either save his family or die trying.
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      Two hours.

      Two hours since he’d closed the doors to the Council chambers, led the apprehensive group in the vow recitation and delivered news he never imagined he’d ever have to say.

      Subdued pandemonium followed, accusations flying across the table, voices competing for dominance. Evangeline launched herself at Jasper— sending the very lit candelabra that was older than all of them hurtling to the floor, narrowly avoiding a new catastrophe to deal with—when he blithely suggested it was perhaps Colleen’s fault she was such an easy mark.

      Halfway through the bickering, Nicolas had bowed his head, laced his hands at his neck, and waited for the emotion to settle. His thoughts wandered to Lauren and how she was handling everything. If she was even at Ophélie at all. She’d agreed to stay. He had to trust she’d still be there when he stumbled across the threshold at dawn.

      He’d feel a whole lot better if he could text her, but his phone was in a safe on the other side of the doors, and the doors weren’t opening again until they had a plan.

      When rage turned to tears, and allegations faded to whispers, Nicolas planted his palms on the table and stood, clearing his throat. “We can debate shit or we can fix shit,” he said and then paused to collect reactions.

      Pansy rolled her eyes, but the gesture lacked spirit. Chelsea folded her hands and thrust her head back, staring at the ceiling. Luther had one hand over Evangeline’s as though he expected her to launch into another impromptu parkour session.

      The others just watched him, spent.

      “It’s already two in the morning. The more time we spend in this room, the longer Colleen suffers. So if it’s all right with the rest of you, I’d like to, ah, lay out the issues methodically and then agree on a way forward. I’m not remotely fucking ready to lead this family, but I’d guess Colleen wasn’t either when Ophelia died, God rest her soul. But can we at least agree that’s what she would have wanted, me in her seat? For now?”

      No one said anything for several arduous moments, and then his aunt spoke up.

      “You’re right, Nic. It’s what my sister would have wanted. She’s been grooming you for this moment for many years, long before you even joined the Council.” Evangeline’s deep voice trembled with grief. Her face screwed together and then she sucked in a gulp of musty air. “It’s what we all want, even if we’re too broken tonight to say so. You have the floor, nephew.”

      Luther nodded his support. The others joined in, even Pansy, who was staring intently at an old portrait of August Deschanel, Nicolas’s grandfather.

      “Thank you, Aunt Evie.” Nicolas attempted a smile, but it sure didn’t feel like one. If he could see himself, it might not look like one, either. “Three issues, as I see it. Colleen’s kidnapping. Charlotte’s whereabouts. Lauren’s baby. And the, ah, rather unfortunate timing of the press release I sent out. Sorry, that’s four.”

      “Harlowe LaViolette has been deceiving investors to the tune of seven billion dollars, despite that her current net worth has dropped below ten million. That press release, Nic?” Connor blinked hard and folded his hands out. “The one where you used our firm to declare war on the woman who kidnapped Colleen?”

      Steady, Nicolas reminded himself before responding. One. Two. Three. He released his breath slowly. “The timing was unfortunate,” he said for the second time. “But she had Charlotte for months. Months without any contact with the family. Harlowe and her banshee ancestors have been ten steps ahead of us for over a hundred years, and even when we finally realized it, we just... fucking let it happen, didn’t we? So yeah, I sent that shit to the press, and I won’t apologize for it. If you’re waiting for one, you’ll run out of air. But had I known she had Colleen in her sights, I would have at least held off until we got her home.”

      “I said all along we should have nuked the bitch,” Chelsea said dryly. She traced shapes in the mahogany wood of the table with her finger. Her eyes were shot with spidery red lines, matching everyone else’s. “I, for one, approve, Nic. It’s a bold move. One right out of your father’s playbook.”

      “No, dear, Charles would have just killed her,” Jasper said with a humorless laugh. “Like he killed every other—”

      “Enough,” Evangeline hissed. “Maybe we should have killed her when we had the chance. But we didn’t. The press release was a calculated move, and it was our first truly offensive play since the LaViolettes steamrolled into our lives. What’s done is done. The financial records released will be validated, and the Feds will be crawling all over her soon. Which means she’ll be moving Colleen somewhere safer, if she hasn’t already.” Her mouth pursed tight and she shook her head, unable to continue.

      “Noah is at Femme Forte for now,” Luther said. “I’d like Ashley, Amelia, Jacob, and Moira to join him, but that’s yet to be discussed.”

      Imogen scribbled in her minutes notebook and looked up. “Has anyone spoken with either Ashley or Amelia?”

      Nicolas nodded. “Lauren is calling Ashley, and I was going to stop by Amelia’s when we’re done here.”

      “You want to know what Colleen would have wanted?” Luther tapped the table with his ring. “For Amelia to be here, to round us out.”

      “I wanted her to be here tonight, but I couldn’t reach her,” Nicolas said. “It’s possible she already knows and isn’t taking calls.”

      “Luther, she’s a new mom. She only recently recovered from her last empathic emperilment... this news will wreck her,” Chelsea countered. She clicked her tongue. “If we want to help Colleen, we keep her children out of this and let them grieve privately.”

      “Grieve! She isn’t dead, Chels, Jesus Christ,” Evangeline snapped.

      “Don’t look at me like that, like I don’t care. She’s like a sister to me.” Chelsea tapped her chest. “She almost was a sister to me, remember?”

      “Oh, she was never going to marry your brother, Rory.” Evangeline snorted. “But go on with your fantasies.”

      Chelsea crossed her arms with a sneer. “Colleen’s gone for a few hours and you turn into a raging bitch. How interesting.”

      “Enough! Let me... let me talk to Amelia,” Nicolas said, sighing. “Luther’s not wrong, but it should be Amelia’s choice whether she’s here with us or at home with her family. Yeah? Can we at least agree it’s her decision to make?”

      No one said anything. A few murmured agreements and nods were all they had energy for.

      “As for Colleen, Aria handed me something on my way in. Something I only had the opportunity to read once.” Nicolas tilted his head at Connor. “You’ve read it?”

      Connor nodded solemnly. “I’m the one who brought it to Aria, on behalf of the firm. Colleen initially filed the order years ago, when her children were little, but she had it amended recently. Around the time Charlotte went to the compound. She filed it with Colin, who gave it to me when I told him what had happened.”

      “Speaking of Charlotte, where is she? Not at the compound anymore?” Pansy asked.

      Nicolas stayed her with a hand in the air. “One thing at a time. Go on, Connor.”

      “Colleen understood she was a prime target for enemies. Many powerful people have provisions written in the event of their kidnapping or death, so this isn’t unusual. But it is legally binding. Of course, no one but the firm, and us, knows she filed it...”

      “Connor, grow some balls and tell us what it says instead of hedging,” Chelsea barked. “And in English, not legal speak, please and fucking thank you.”

      Connor’s cheeks puffed, his eyebrows lifting. “It’s not overly complicated, Chels. It simply says that if she is ever kidnapped or used as a pawn for extortion or blackmail, we are not to expend any money from the Deschanel Trust to find her, nor to pay off those who have attempted to extort or blackmail the family. If she can be safely brought home, without over-extending resources or giving into the demands of bad actors, then we are to do so. But only if those conditions are met.”

      “No.” Evangeline ground her jaw and pushed back from the table, red-faced. “It’s bullshit. She’s always been like this, altruistic to a fault. Selfless to a fault. Doing for others, never for herself. We don’t abandon our leaders, no matter what they say.”

      “Aunt Evie,” Nicolas said slowly, “I agree with you that she deserves better than abandonment, and we won’t abandon her. I don’t care what she says. I’m not leaving her to Harlowe’s twisted hands. I was prepared to liquidate and donate the entirety of the Trust to protect it from Harlowe.” He didn’t address the gasps. “And Colleen would not have wanted us to give in to the bitch’s demands.”

      “You are surely not suggesting we follow this request!” Evangeline exclaimed. Her eyes were as wild as her hair.

      “I’m suggesting we respect Colleen is being more than just selfless here. She’s being prudent. Which is why she always made a better Magistrate than any of us could ever hope to be.” His neck was so sore he could barely sit upright anymore. His limbs ached like he’d been up for days, which he hadn’t, not yet, but he would. He’d be lucky if he ever slept a full night again. “We will follow it because to do otherwise would be to disrespect the one person who deserves our unwavering fucking respect.”

      “You’re out of order, Nic.”

      “And you’re not the one she tapped to lead, Evangeline.”

      A bloated silence descended on the dark room. Pansy cringed at Chelsea, who looked like she was holding back awkward laughter.

      Evangeline shoved out of her chair and retreated to a corner, pacing.

      Nicolas tented his hands under his chin. He closed his eyes. Come on, Aunt Colleen. You wanted this for me. Maybe not like this, but it was your idea. I never wanted any of it. Maybe you didn’t either. But burdens are burdens. Show me the way. “This wasn’t supposed to happen, but it did. It did, and now we have to take emotion out of it and do what Colleen would do.”

      “If it were you, Nic, she’d spend our entire fortune to get you back,” Evangeline said, her voice cracking. “You fucking know it.”

      “Yeah. She would. But not because it’s what I’d want. This family has a serious hard-on for tradition and ceremony, and you’ve all placed unreasonable worth on my head. If something happened to me, there are other heirs. Other Deschanels. But that wouldn’t stop y’all from acting like fools about it. Colleen wrote this because she didn’t want that to happen.” Nicolas caught Luther watching him closely. When their eyes met, Luther nodded. It was brief, simple, but exactly what Nicolas needed to know he wasn’t out of line. “Colleen explicitly told us what she wanted. She went to the trouble of making it legal and binding. And you know, maybe the reason she chose me to replace her wasn’t just because I’m the damned heir, but because I’m the one she knew would actually listen to her.” He drew a deep breath before finishing. “We’ll trust Colleen to manage the Harlowe situation from inside and focus our efforts on taking Harlowe down another way.”

      “How did you come by all the information on Harlowe’s finances? None of our own research produced any of it,” Jasper said.

      “A reluctant source,” was all Nicolas would say. Ashley could decide for himself if he wanted to be outed. “Which is why I released all the proof as well. So she couldn’t worm out of it or find a way to spin it to her favor.”

      “She’ll still try,” Connor said. “But the chief concern, with the combined timing of the release and Colleen’s capture, is that Harlowe will now consider her debtors a threat to her survival. Staying in New Orleans would be careless under the circumstances. But as soon as she leaves town with Colleen, we lose any advantage we had.”

      “Any true crime junkie worth their salt knows once a victim is moved to a new location...” Pansy sliced one ultra-long nail across her throat.

      “Then we find a way to keep her in town,” Chelsea said.

      “She’d be a damned fool to stay,” Pansy quipped. “Us on one side, the damned mob on the other. She’s already long gone.”

      “She’s not. Not yet,” Luther said. He pulled out his phone, scrolled, and then held it up. “Her phone is still near Chalmette, at the compound.”

      “No way that bitch let you get close enough to put tracking software on her phone,” Chelsea retorted, laughing.

      “I don’t require access to her phone to track her. Any of her phones. Nor do I require a warrant, when I’m paying to put a man’s children through university in exchange for unrestricted access to phone and data records.” Luther slipped his phone into his breast pocket. “She has more than one phone. Three that I know of, and all three are still in town. But that does not mean she’ll stay for long. Or that she does not have other phones.”

      “Maybe that’s what she wants us to think, Luther, eh?” Pansy countered.

      “I also have eyes on the compound.”

      “Oh, he has eyes!”

      “Someone had to ensure Charlotte was still alive.”

      “Bickering is beneath us!” Jasper cried. He tugged at his lapels with a long-suffering grimace. “It doesn’t matter how we know she’s still here. What matters is how we keep her from leaving.”

      “Maybe if we just say ‘pretty please’,” Pansy said with an innocent look.

      An idea had been brewing all night. It started when Nicolas read the damning words. Like most schemes he’d cooked up over the years, it had far more potential for failure than success, but he could tell by the way the family was trading barbs, exhaustion dripping from their contributions to a conversation that had run out of steam, that there would be no better idea posed. “Let me work on that,” he said. If they knew what he was thinking, they’d veto it in a heartbeat. “In the meantime, Luther, keep your eyes on the compound, on the phones. We need to know the second she moves.”

      Luther nodded. “Of course.”

      “What does that mean, Nicolas? Work on it?” Evangeline demanded.

      “It means we’re all exhausted, and we still have two more items to discuss before we can go home, clean ourselves up, and inform the family.” Nicolas rolled his neck. “Luther, do we have eyes on Charlotte still?”

      Luther shook his head. “No, nor do we have eyes on Harper or Haywood, two of Harlowe’s children, and a slew of other LaViolettes. Something seems to have happened at the same time Colleen was taken. But I have men on it, and they won’t rest until they find her.”

      “I’ll get the family psychics on it,” Imogen added.

      Evangeline groaned from the corner. “I’m a step ahead of you.”

      “Great,” Imogen muttered and scribbled furiously in her notebook.

      Nicolas pulled his hands up his face and through his hair. His vision doubled, blurred. Driving himself had been a stupid call because there was no way he’d be able to make the drive back to Ophélie without running his Aston Martin into the river. Nor could he stay at The Gardens. He refused to break the first promise he’d made to Lauren. “The second you know anything...”

      “Of course,” Luther said. Evangeline swatted the air in agreement.

      “Lastly...” Nicolas’ voice choked. He tried again. “Lastly, I’ve asked Lauren to stay at Ophélie until her son is born. It’s not safe for her anywhere we don’t have a ward, and frankly, I want her close, where I can look after her. Because...”

      “We already know, player,” Pansy said with a languid smile and a heavy wink. “Not the heir anymore, are you? Not for long.”

      Nicolas exhaled with a sheepish grin. “Was I really the last to know?”

      “It would seem so,” Jasper said. “You made the right call, Nicolas. We’ll need to sort the matter of birthing logistics, of course, which would ordinarily fall to Colleen, but...”

      “Birthing logistics? Fucking really, Jasper? We all know where you were when your children were born.” Chelsea snorted. She flicked a disgusted glance at Pansy. “Not with Pandora in the delivery suite.”

      “Jasper is, exhaustingly, right,” Evangeline said, emerging from the shadows. “Lauren will not be stepping foot anywhere near a hospital until Harlowe is neutralized. If you’ll... you’ll allow me to help, Nicolas, I can arrange for everything she and you will need.”

      “I would welcome all the help I can get on this one, Aunt Evie. I don’t even know which way the diaper goes on.” Nicolas’s smile, this time, felt real.

      “Liar,” Chelsea said. “I’ve seen you with Oz’s kids. You know your way around a nursery more than you’d like to admit.”

      Nicolas had changed diapers before, but that wasn’t the point. It wasn’t remotely the point. Helping with his nieces and nephews was a far cry from being a father himself. Men like Colin Sullivan and Uncle Augustus had been his examples of good men, and though they’d done their best by him, neither was his father. His actual father had been too busy womanizing, snorting blow, and pretending his only son didn’t exist, and then he’d died, removing any chance for either of them to see how it might have been different had Charles come to regret his apathy.

      “Congratulations, Nicolas,” Connor said with a tight smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He was clearly wiped out. They all were. “I know these aren’t the circumstances you’d have chosen to bring your first child into the world, but children are a gift. Always.”

      Nicolas thanked him but had to look away. Connor’s eyes welled with tears, likely thinking of his daughter, Danielle, taken too soon. Or his wife, Elizabeth, who’d been unable to handle the pain.

      “I am...” Nicolas coughed to clear his throat. “I’m happy about the news. No, it wasn’t how I saw it happening because I didn’t see it ever happening, but... there’s... there’s no one in the world I’d want to raise a child with other than Lauren. And I’ll do...” Anything, anything to keep them both safe. There’s no devil I wouldn’t dance with. No price I’m not willing to pay. “Imogen, have we addressed everything?”

      Imogen lifted her reading glasses and then the tablet. “We’re not going to go after Harlowe. Yet. We’re going to honor Colleen’s wishes. For now. Nicolas has an idea for how to keep Harlowe from fleeing with Colleen, and... and Luther has eyes on the compound. We don’t know where Charlotte went, but the psychics are engaged on both the matter of Colleen and the matter of Charlotte. Lauren is handling notifying Ashley, and Nicolas will brief Amelia. Lastly, Lauren will convalesce at Ophélie until further notice.” She looked up. “Have I missed anything?”

      “Yeah,” Evangeline muttered. She grabbed her jacket and made for the door. “The part where I wipe the LaViolettes off the fucking map.”

      

      It was dawn before Nicolas dragged himself through the back door of Ophélie. The car Aria arranged dropped him off near the old livery building, which was just as well because the servants’ staircase was a quicker way to the suites anyway. Someone would send for his own car later, the least of his worries.

      He undid the top few buttons of his shirt, letting his jacket fall to the steps as he sluggishly ascended one step, then another. He stopped halfway to close his eyes and breathe. Amelia’s panicked words battered his thoughts.

      No, no, no, no, no, Nicolas, we have to go, we can’t leave her there, we can’t, we can’t—

      We have to. For now. Mia, listen—

      Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare talk down to me like I need to be managed. You have no idea how strong my mother and I are. The storms we’ve weathered.

      Come to Ophélie.

      Fuck you.

      Nicolas wrapped his fist around the railing and braced for the final push. When he reached the top, he staggered into the wall, his entire body flush with fatigue. Nathalie’s suite was just ahead, and he almost bypassed it and headed straight to his own rooms, but he’d let too many people down already.

      He pressed on the door and peeked inside. Lauren was buried under a mountain of blankets, faced away. Again he debated leaving, but he closed the door, removed his shoes and belt, and climbed on top of the blankets beside her.

      Lauren moaned, stretching, and turned.

      “No, don’t wake,” he whispered by her ear. “I’m home. Just sleep.”

      Lauren pulled one of her hands out from under the sheets and stretched it down over the blanket, toward him. “I had a terrible dream.”

      “Oh?” Nicolas stared at her hand, blinking through confusion and lethargy. It was an invitation, but not the kind he wished for. The kind he ached for. “Wanna talk about it?”

      Lauren shook her head on the pillow. “How did the meeting go?”

      Before, he’d have lied to protect her, but if he chose to lie now, or ever again, he would lose any ground they’d gained, probably forever. “It was hard.”

      She rolled over to face him, blankets tucked up under her chin. “Wanna talk about it?”

      Nicolas shook his head.

      Lauren smiled sadly. “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

      “Home?”

      “In here.”

      “Ah, well, I promised, didn’t I?”

      “You did.” She closed her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “I can go to my own room.” He started to kick his feet off the bed, but she reached for him.

      “Stay,” she said with a lethargic sigh. “It’s... nice to have you close right now. With everything.”

      “Yeah,” he said, settling in, watching her. “It is.”

      “I’m going to sleep for a little while longer...”

      Nicolas grabbed hold of her hand and squeezed. “Sleep is your only job right now, Lauren. Leave the rest to me.” Her soft snores drifted over to him. The sound had him fading fast, but not before he added, “I won’t let you down this time.”
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      Charlotte woke with her face pressed to Lawrence’s bare chest. A sense of delirium followed, not unlike the confusion of an abruptly clear mind after a drunken one-night stand. But there’d been no sex, nor drinking... nor even much talking. Despite the months they’d been apart and the million things she was bursting to say to him, the questions she had, when the time came to collapse, the only safe place to do it was in the arms of a man she barely knew but loved as though she’d followed him across a hundred lifetimes.

      The night before was still a dream. A nightmare that would persist through sleep, through wakefulness. No matter how free Hestia and Harper and the others kept saying she was, she didn’t feel free, and she didn’t know if that was instinct screaming at her to be cautious or fear keeping her from embracing the calm she’d been craving since the day she surrendered herself to the LaViolettes.

      Lawrence mumbled something in his sleep. One of his hands, draped around the edge of her arm, traced soft, uneven lines down her bicep like it was the most natural thing in the world. It was. To her, it was. But her heart hadn’t slowed its racing since she’d seen Colleen bound at the compound, and there was nothing Lawrence, or anyone, could do to alleviate her still-escalating nerves.

      Every time she looked at him, competing emotions warred for placement. She wished she’d never met him. She knew he’d be dead if she hadn’t. She loved him. She barely knew him. She’d die for him. She feared he’d die for her.

      Threading through all of that, Anessa’s probably-false-but-maybe-not claim that Lawrence and Charlotte were only in love because Harlowe spelled them to be. That before Harlowe intervened, Lawrence had loved Anessa.

      Their cabin door opened. Adrien peeked through with a sheepish look at Lawrence. “Charlotte,” he whispered, beckoning.

      She sat up. “What is it?”

      Lawrence stirred, waking.

      “Just come in,” she said.

      Adrien glanced behind him and then entered, clicking the door closed behind him. In his hand was the satellite phone, with his palm covering the receiver. “We’re getting Nicolas on the line.”

      Charlotte swung her legs over the side of the bed. “What? Tell me you didn’t just call his phone.”

      “No. It’s an untraceable line.” Adrien’s mouth pursed in annoyance. “Julian was right. Sullivan & Associates has a relay line for emergencies. The call bounces between senior partners until it reaches Colin Sullivan Sr.” He looked at the phone. “He got ahold of Oz, who went to Ophélie and found Nicolas there. They’re on a burner phone that’s also untraceable.”

      “Do Harper and Hestia know?”

      “Hestia does. She thought you might be more comfortable talking if she wasn’t standing over your shoulder.” He shifted. “Harper left this morning.”

      “Harper left?”

      He nodded. “A boat came for her an hour ago.”

      “She’s going to get herself killed with that fool of a plan,” Lawrence murmured. He pushed up.

      “Well, I guess you would know, Lawrence,” Adrien said dryly. “You really walked straight from that parking garage to your car and said, ‘What’s the dumbest fucking thing I can do today?’ before calling my mom and asking her to murder you.”

      “I trusted my instincts,” Lawrence said. He brushed his hand down Charlotte’s back. “If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be with her right now, would I?”

      “Harper has better instincts than my mother. She’ll be fine.” Adrien passed the phone to Charlotte, hand still covering the receiver. “Nothing about our location. No names. No specifics. Find out what he’s up to, whether its compatible with our own plans. Got it?”

      “I don’t need handling,” Charlotte said, accepting the phone. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “In the banquet room, enjoying breakfast. You can join us when you’re done.” Adrien shot Lawrence a hard look, offered a softer one to Charlotte, and left.

      Charlotte stared at Lawrence, holding the phone out like it was diseased. “What do I say?”

      “The right words will come,” he said with a gentle smile. He pushed her hand back toward her. “You can put it on speaker if you want.”

      She swallowed, nodding, and removed her hand from the receiver. The speaker button lit up when she pressed it. “Nic?”

      “Jesus Fucking Christ, Charlotte Sophie Fontenot. Fucking hell, girl.” Nicolas sigh-groaned long enough to put a quick smile on her face. “I don’t care what people say. Patience is not a goddamn virtue.”

      “It’s good to hear your voice, too,” she said. She locked eyes with Lawrence as she spoke. “I wish I could say things have been all right here, but, well... yeah.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Better not to say.”

      “Are you at least safe?”

      Charlotte nodded and then said the words. “We’re safe. Lawrence is with me.”

      Nicolas exhaled dramatically. “That’s, uh, good to know because I was really not looking forward to telling you I’d lost him.”

      “Hey, Nic,” Lawrence chimed in.

      “You slippery bastard.”

      Lawrence chuckled. “I told you I needed to get out.”

      “Charlotte, you gotta watch this one. He has a death wish.”

      Charlotte scoffed. “Don’t we all at this point?” She shook her head with another long glance at Lawrence. He smiled tightly and gave her an encouraging nod. “Look, Nic, I can’t tell you where we are, who else is here... not until we can be together in person. All I can tell you is, we’re as safe as we can be, under the circumstances. I need to know the same is true of everyone back home. That my parents are still under protection.”

      “I’ve already sent one of the cousins to Femme Forte to mind them,” Nicolas said. “And I understand we need to be discreet, but please tell me you’ve seen Julian, at least. He disappeared a few days ago, and no one has seen or heard from him.”

      Charlotte swallowed. “He’s here. He’s safe. You can’t tell Aunt Julia and Uncle Lowell, though. That he’s here, I mean. Tell them... he’s fine. Make something up.”

      “He fulfilled his lifelong dream of joining the circus. Got it.” Nicolas breathed in slowly, out slower. “You’ve read the news, I take it.”

      “Bold move,” Charlotte answered. “Your timing could have been better.”

      “Not the first time someone has said so.”

      “The wheels were already in motion by the time Colleen was taken. Har—she knew. She knew all along. She played me, and I realized it far too late. You were never in danger. But...” Charlotte paused. “But your unborn child, they are. They’re in danger.”

      “I know.” Nicolas went quiet for a moment too. “I’ve already taken steps to protect Lauren.”

      “Congratulations, by the way,” she said.

      “Yeah, congratulations, man. Sorry the circumstances aren’t better,” Lawrence added.

      “And Lauren? How is she?” Charlotte asked.

      “She’s Lauren,” Nicolas said, sighing. “Stubborn. But scared enough to take the protection I’m offering.”

      “And Ashley...” Charlotte shook her head. “Never mind. We have lots to talk about, but not enough time. You just threw a boulder into a hornet’s nest, didn’t you? What now?”

      “Well, I expect the bitch to sting back,” he said. “And yeah, I can see why you all think I’m a reckless idiot, but she’s always been ahead of us. Way too fucking far ahead of us. She wasn’t expecting this, and that will make her panic. So what now? We wait to see what panic looks like for her, and we keep the family safe until we know.”

      “Are you safe?” Lawrence asked. He leaned closer to the phone. “She has no reason not to come for you now. You’ve changed the game. Civility is out.”

      “I have protections, as you know,” Nicolas said. “I can protect you as well if you come to Ophélie or even back to Femme Forte.”

      Charlotte exchanged a wary glance with Lawrence. “That’s not possible at the moment.”

      “Why not?”

      “It just isn’t, Nic.”

      Nicolas scoffed. “What are you, in the middle of the Sahara? The Arctic Ocean?”

      “We’ll talk to the others...” Charlotte set the phone on the bed. Lawrence ran a hand over her shoulders, reading her concern. “Is that really the only plan you had when you sent that mess into the world? Wait and see?”

      “She’d backed us against the wall, Char. You were her prisoner. We were in a stalemate. Something had to change.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “And I do have another idea... but it’s not...” Nicolas snorted, laughing. “If I can get her to think I wasn’t trying to ruin her so much as smoke her out... get her attention...”

      Charlotte locked eyes with Lawrence, who cringed. “I don’t like the way your voice sounds at all.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s hope your mother does because the one and only thing she knows about me that’s accurate is how open my bed is to beautiful women. If she believes I’m a himbo craving a power-starved has-been ball-breaker to satisfy my lifelong mommy issues, then I can employ my... ahem... superpower and get her under my thumb for a change.”

      Lawrence pitched forward. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Nicolas. You want to dickmatize her?”

      Charlotte mouthed the word, dickmatize, and Lawrence shrugged as if he hadn’t just said the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard him say.

      “I want to get close to her, close enough I can get in her head, the way I have with others. If I can get close enough, I can find Colleen, and we can get her back before it goes too far,” Nicolas said. “Though want has nothing to do with it. Pretty sure I can take one for the team, though, when the moment presents itself, no matter how I feel about it. Your mom’s a MILF, Char, but she’s not my type.”

      “Or the one you love,” Charlotte cried. “Lauren would never forgive you.”

      Nicolas went silent. When he spoke, he sounded different, faraway. “I can’t keep her and our son safe until the danger is neutralized. So if you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

      “I don’t, yet, but that’s not because yours is a good one!”

      “Then come to me, and we’ll work on one together.”

      “I can’t. I want to, but—”

      The door opened. Hestia peeked her head in with a smile. “Charlotte, Lawrence, you hungry?”

      Charlotte straightened with a shudder. “Sure, yeah. Give us a minute.” She waited for the door to close. “Nic, please don’t do anything stupid. She’s not... not a fool. I’m sure your so-called superpower is next level, but she’s not just anyone, is she? That’s been our problem all along. She’s smarter than us. Quicker. Ten steps ahead. If this is the best idea you have...” She buried her face in her hands with a groan. How had it come to this? Nicolas and Lauren sequestered at Ophélie like fugitives. Charlotte, Lawrence, and several dozen LaViolettes floating around in Cuban water space because they couldn’t go home. And Nicolas’s grand plan was to seduce Harlowe?

      She was right to be nervous that morning Nicolas had dropped her off on Canal. She was right to think they were so far over their heads there was no chance of treading water, let alone swimming.

      “Charlotte,” Nicolas said slowly, carefully. “I’m going to say something and I need you to hear me. My son will be here soon, and I won’t bring him into a world where he’s the prime target of some vengeful bitch who never learned to regulate her response to disappointment. I won’t put his mother, the only woman I’ve ever really loved, through the inconceivable stress of worrying every second of every day about whether he’ll be taken from her, or worse. Your birth mommy is a nasty piece of work, but she’s a human being, like all of us, and she’s alone. Vulnerable. Ripe for infiltration. I don’t know if my plan will work or if it will fail miserably, but it needs to happen now, before that bitch gets her sea legs back under her and goes on the counter-offensive. The opportunity is now, and it may never come again. If I fail, I fail. But until or unless you and your little cohort of guerilla LaViolettes have a better idea, this is the road I’m taking.” He said something to someone else, away from the phone. “Lauren’s awake, and she’s asking for me. Oz will send you a number you can call to reach me directly from now on. Take care. Be safe. Kisses. Later.”

      The phone went dead in Charlotte’s hands. She gaped at Lawrence, shaking her head slowly in disbelief. “He’s going to get himself killed. We have to stop him.”

      Lawrence took the phone from her hands. He tapped it against his leg with a thoughtful look. “Or we could help him.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve never, ever seen Harlowe vulnerable, but she must be now that her failures are out there for the world to see. And if she is truly broke... she doesn’t just want the Deschanel money, she needs it. If she thinks she’s in control...” Lawrence twisted his mouth to the side. “If she believes she’s the one manipulating Nic... but he can gain the upper hand somehow...”

      Charlotte’s head shook in tight passes. “That’s a real big maybe, Lawry.”

      Lawrence kissed her. “I know. But until we’re on solid ground again—literally and figuratively—maybes are all we have.”
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      Someone, Lauren couldn’t recall who, had told her Nicolas never let anyone sit in his favorite chair, not even his own family. It had been his dad’s chair, a remnant of a man Nicolas both revered and loathed. Ashley and Amelia, sitting together on the sofa, exchanged a look when Nicolas guided her there, and while Amelia seemed slightly amused by the gesture, Ashley’s reaction was darker. Distrusting.

      Lauren wanted to assure him everything would be fine. That Colleen would come home, and Harlowe would be dealt with, and then she and Ashley could be together without the fear that eclipsed everything else. Fear for her child, for herself, for Nicolas, for Colleen. But there was fear of him, too. She couldn’t even meet his eyes without remembering the frightening storms he’d spun up at The Gardens; the crazed dilation of his blown pupils as he seemed to realize he’d lost all control.

      She had never felt safer than she did under Nicolas’s protection at Ophélie, but she hadn’t fully appreciated how much until Ashley showed up with his sister, and her tension returned.

      Nicolas paced in front of the hearth. He laced his hands behind his neck, his fingers tapping an uneven rhythm as they all waited for him to answer Ashley’s question. “Yes, Ashley, I do realize how fucking insane the plan sounds.” His words were slow, measured, as though speaking to a child about adult matters. “But I don’t intend to sleep with the bitch. I want her to think there’s mutual benefit in joining forces. She never would have been open to this before we backed her into a corner—”

      “Before you backed her into a corner,” Ashley interjected. His chin dimpled as he bared down. His face was still flushed, but he wasn’t crying anymore. “I never should have helped you get those records. I knew the day you came to me it would lead to... it would put something in motion we couldn’t stop.”

      “Ash,” Amelia whispered. She lowered a shaking hand onto his knee, staring into nothing. In contrast to her brother, her face was deathly pale. “He didn’t know Harlowe had Mom. He didn’t know, or he would have held back.”

      “Doesn’t matter what he knew, Mia! What weight does intention carry when the result is so indefensible?”

      “All we have is intention, brother,” Amelia said. She withdrew her hand and buried it in her lap. Her eyes fluttered closed and then open again. “Lauren, we’re so glad you’re here at Ophélie. Mom would have wanted you to be here.”

      “She was fine at The Gardens,” Ashley muttered.

      “Was she?” Amelia smiled sadly without looking at him. Lauren recalled what she’d heard Amelia say to Nicolas when Ashley was in the bathroom. Uncle Augustus has been cleaning up a lot of messes for my brother lately.

      “It’s not permanent,” Lauren said. She caught Nicolas watching her from the side. “I know that, for a while, I struggled to appreciate the weight of the threat against your family, and by extension, me and my child. But when Harlowe took your mother... I’m really so sorry for both of you. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now, and if I can help, I want to...” She glanced at Nicolas, who nodded at her. “We’ve agreed if I stay here and take it easy like the doctor requested, then I might assist in small ways.”

      “You’ve agreed,” Ashley said wryly. “You and Nicolas.”

      “You’re upset,” Nicolas said with a pointed look. “For good reason. We all are. But you have nothing to fear from me, Ashley. We want the same thing.”

      “That’s my problem, Nic. We want the same thing.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t matter what we want, eh?”

      “Oh, so now you speak for her? Is that part of your ‘agreement’?”

      “We’re really going to do this here?” Amelia asked, tears beading in her eyes. “Now?”

      “Enough!” Lauren cried. She closed her eyes. “I may be unwell, but I’m not an invalid. No one forced me to be here. And we have far bigger problems than where I’m living right now. Nicolas, I agree with Ashley, you throwing yourself out as bait is not only reckless, it’s unlikely to lead anywhere but another Deschanel being taken.”

      “No one has come up with anything else, better or worse.” Nicolas gripped the head of one of the fireplace pokers. “Charlotte, Lawrence, Julian, and a bunch of LaViolettes are somewhere, they won’t tell us where, with no intention of coming back anytime soon. Yeah, pissing Harlowe off was bad timing, but y’all voted against a war, so I tried to find another way. So pardon my French, but if you’re just going to fucking talk at me, then, respectfully, there’s nothing more to say. If you have a better plan, I’m all ears.”

      “As it happens, I do,” Ashley said, straightening against the sofa. “For once, I’m with Chelsea. Time to nuke the compound.”

      “Where your mother is?” Lauren countered. “And who knows how many other innocents?”

      Amelia sighed and swiveled her head toward Ashley. “And Mom said—”

      “I don’t care what she said. She’s our mother!”

      “All the more reason to respect her wishes,” Amelia said calmly. She flexed her fingers in her lap. “I don’t love Nic’s idea, but wasn’t it you who said from the beginning that we should try engaging Harlowe, talking to her? Negotiating with her?”

      “There’s no negotiating with her,” Lauren said quietly. Her belly fluttered and she was forced to breathe in deep before speaking again. “Harlowe doesn’t compromise on anything.”

      “Bingo! Precisely my point!” Ashley exclaimed. “Yeah, I suggested it in the beginning, but that was before we knew what she was capable of. That was before she took our goddamn mother captive.”

      Nicolas moved to the drink cart and lifted the pitcher of ice water. He poured a glass and handed it to Lauren, drawing another incredulous look from Ashley.

      “If you can do it in a safe environment... I don’t see the harm in trying to talk to her,” Amelia said. She dabbed tears from the outer corners of her eyes with a hollow stare. Lauren had always admired Amelia, but watching her stoically navigate her own mother’s kidnapping had Lauren in total awe of the woman. “Maybe she won’t negotiate, but then we’ll know, and we can strike that idea from the list.”

      “There’s no maybe. Harlowe took Mom to get to Nic, and now he’s just going to hand himself over like an idiot.”

      “He’s not handing himself over. He’s going to talk to her. In public. Where they’re both safe.”

      “She’ll find a way around the public setting. She’s clever.” Lauren’s heart raced, lodging in her throat. Shock was how she’d reacted when Nicolas told her the plan, but the more they discussed it, turning it from idea to reality, it was dread creeping across her chest, down her arms. “You can’t... just give yourself over to the person who wants to destroy you. You aren’t just making decisions for yourself now.”

      Nicolas lowered his eyes. Exhaled. “I’ll take all necessary precautions, Lauren. I promise.”

      “This is why”—Ashley jumped off the sofa and pointed an arm at Nicolas—”you’ll always be alone, Nic. Because Lauren’s right. You’re being so utterly selfish right now—”

      “That’s not what I said,” Lauren tried to interject.

      “And you don’t even know it! Or maybe you know and don’t care. But I’ll be here to take care of your son and heir when your hubris gets you killed. To look after the woman you claim to love, for whatever the hell that word means to you.” He shook his head with a disgusted look and stormed out of the study.

      Nicolas whistled and spun away. “That went well.”

      Lauren started to go after Ashley, but Nicolas rested a hand on her shoulder, staying her. “No, I’ll go.”

      “Just because I’m not shitting on your idea doesn’t mean it’s sound,” Amelia said. “But I appreciate your restraint in not storming the compound with an army. I’ve never, in all my life, been so...” She swallowed hard. “But it’s in times of fear and strife that the universe looks to us to rise to our best selves, and if Ashley can’t find it in him, I have to. I would die for my mother, but that’s the last thing she would want. So if you can persuade Harlowe to release her, without losing yourself in the process, I’ll be forever grateful, Nicolas. But if you get yourself killed, I will never forgive you, and neither will Mother.”

      Nicolas flicked his eyes between both women, saying nothing as he marched out.

      “Oh, Lauren,” Amelia said, sighing. “Lauren, Lauren, Lauren. I can’t imagine your stress right now. How are you feeling?”

      “Physically? Not as bad as before,” Lauren said, watching the door both men had exited through. She realized, startled, it was Nicolas she was watching for, not Ashley. “Mentally... emotionally...”

      “I understand. Not the best time to bring a child into this family, but just know you’re not alone.” Amelia crossed her legs and glanced around the room. “And on top of everything, it’s quite the conundrum you have with your men.”

      Lauren looked down at her lap with a soft laugh. “The situation is so strange I don’t even know where to begin . In the beginning, I wished the father was anyone but Nicolas, but now the only real wish I have is that my son is born healthy and safe.”

      “He loves you,” Amelia said with a wistful look upward. “They both do. But it’s no small thing for Nicolas to love. He’s never been half as bad of a man as he believed himself to be, but belief is a powerful drug. I’ve watched him turn from one self-destructive misadventure to another and now, when the family needs him the most, he’s become the man he was always meant to be. And I don’t want to make it seem like I’m saying you’re responsible for that because that’s an unfair burden to place on anyone, and anyway, it’s not true. You came into his life and gave him a reason to change, but that change had to come from within. Mom is so proud of him... we all are. And he’ll make a good father, Lauren. Not in spite of Charles and Cordelia, but because of people like my mother and father, Uncle Augustus, the Sullivans. He’s ready for this.”

      Lauren swaddled her belly with her arms. “If I didn’t know better, Amelia, I’d think you were advocating for me to choose your cousin over your brother.”

      “I love my brother to the ends of the earth,” Amelia said softly. She pulled her near-white hair over one shoulder and sighed. “I used to think he was so strong. This pillar of resolve that nothing could crack. But he’s been through an ordeal that would break even the strongest man, and Ashley has never been one to acknowledge the need for help. He’s spiraling, and I’m worried, especially now, with Mom in Harlowe’s hands. Not just for him, Lauren. You need and deserve better right now.”

      Lauren’s dread deepened. Colleen had warned her, and now Amelia was doing the same—the two people who knew Ashley best in the world. “I don’t know what to do. I love him, and I know he loves me, but I don’t know what he needs.”

      “I have some thoughts on that,” Amelia said, and Lauren remembered she was a psychologist by profession. “But it’s not your responsibility to provide for his needs. As for you being here... don’t let anyone, not even him, tell you it’s a bad idea. There’s nowhere in the world safer for our family than Ophélie. And you are family.” She stood, one arm draped around her middle. With a glance at the door, she said, “I better go find them before they kill each other. Call me if you need anything at all.”

      “The offer is mutual, Amelia. I’m so sorry about your mom. I’ll help in any way I can.”

      Amelia flashed her a quick smile and left.

      When the door closed, Lauren exhaled hard, bowing over. Her whole body ached, but her mind felt like it was under full assault, like when Adrien had infiltrated her mind, but worse. There was no one in her mind but herself and her twisted, confused thoughts that changed second to second.

      She closed her eyes, forcing her mind to clear. Some time later, she felt the presence of another lingering, and she opened her eyes to see Ashley kneeling before her.

      Lauren sat up, wiping fresh drool from her mouth with a mortified expression. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

      “You’re beautiful when you sleep,” he said, peeling her hands away from her mouth with a smile. “Well, you’re always beautiful.”

      Lauren lowered her gaze to the blanket in her lap and tried to smile back. “You’re upset I’m staying here. I understand why, but—”

      “I wish you’d come back to The Gardens,” he said, rocking on his heels in a crouch, “but I understand why you’d feel safer here. I was thinking I could stay here, too.”

      “Oh,” Lauren said with a light recoil that Ashley noted with a frown. “You could. Yes.”

      “Don’t you want me to?”

      “It’s not that...” But it was. Lauren realized it with a sharpness in her chest that grew with every passing second. It would fade, like every other terrible thing they were dealing with. It had to. She’d finally met the man she wanted to spend her life with, so it had to. “You have to work, and it’s such a long drive to make every day, here to the city. You could come out on the weekends, and when the doctor visits...”

      Ashley gathered her hands in his and shook them. “Lauren, I love you. I didn’t mean to scare you with the storms... but that’s done now. I’m fine. I promise.”

      “I know,” she said, swallowing. “Things are just really... really precarious right now, and the calm is helping.”

      “I see.” He bowed down to kiss her hands, one then the other. “Well—”

      “Ash, we need to go,” Amelia said from the door. She locked eyes with Lauren. “Jacob is meeting me at The Gardens with Moira. Dad will be there too. Luther’s security is in place now, so we’re moving everyone there from Femme Forte.”

      “Right.” Ashley nodded to himself. He leaned in to kiss Lauren, but then seemed to change his mind. He smiled instead. “I’ll be back on Saturday. I love you.”

      “I’d like that,” Lauren said, trying desperately to mean it. What was happening to her? Why could she not say the words he wanted to hear, that she knew she still meant even if everything felt hollow and empty now? “Drive safe.”

      Ashley stretched his mouth tight, nodded, and went to join Amelia at the door. She heard their footfalls fade to echoes in the central hall.

      Lauren tried to stand, but a wave of dizziness pushed her back down. Nicolas jogged into the room and kneeled down, landing his arms in a series of failed, awkward attempts to help her up. She laughed and hooked an arm around his shoulder. “I’m fine,” she said when she had her footing. “Thank you.”

      Nicolas watched her closely. He waited for her to go ahead and then followed her into the hall, where they waved at Amelia and Ashley climbing into Amelia’s tiny Porsche. The siblings waved back, but Ashley glared at Nicolas. Amelia backed up and drove down the long gravel drive, the car disappearing into a plume of dust.

      A hand hovering near her lower back, Nicolas asked, “You okay?”

      Lauren exhaled shakily. “Not really.”

      “I’m not going to get myself killed, Lauren.”

      “Can you promise that?” she asked, turning toward him.

      Nicolas looked down and shook his head. “You know I can’t.”

      “Then don’t even say it. Don’t act like what you’re doing isn’t dangerous. I have no right to tell you what to do, and I know that, but Atticus needs you.” Lauren choked down an unexpected tide of emotion. I need you.

      Nicolas sucked in a breath through his teeth. “Come on. You haven’t eaten in hours. Richard’s gumbo should be just about ready, and you’re in for a fucking treat.”
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      Like most of the rooms on the cargo ship, the dining room was an anachronism to the image the ship put off to other passing vessels. With its silk tablecloths and solid gold cutlery, it looked like the design had been ripped from the Titanic. No one would ever know there was luxury underneath the scum-soaked decks and rusted metal—completely unnecessary and egregious luxury as far as Charlotte was concerned.

      The room was half-full, and she recognized many of the faces. All of them LaViolettes, except Lawrence and Julian, and every one of them turned to watch Charlotte and Lawrence enter. Anessa dropped her spoon into her oatmeal and turned clear around in her chair, one arm draped over the back. Beside her, Adrien smirked, but the scorn didn’t reach his eyes.

      Hestia waved from the table nearest the middle of the room. She dabbed her mouth with her elegant napkin and beamed as Charlotte and Lawrence approached. They took seats between Julian and Haywood. Rosebud was also seated with the group.

      “Did you manage to sleep at all?” Haywood said lightly, as though they were on vacation and not running for their lives. He scraped butter over his toast. “My night was quite fitful, with the rough current. You’d think a ship of this size, you’d hardly feel it. Well, you’d be wrong.”

      Julian gripped a coffee cup in his hand, staring intently at the table.

      “No,” Charlotte said distantly. She caught Anessa staring at her several tables away. “No, I didn’t really sleep at all.”

      Hestia rolled her eyes. “Don’t listen to him. I wager few of us slept more than a few minutes, if that. The chef can make whatever you want.”

      “I can’t say I’m very hungry, either.”

      “Well, you have to eat something.” Hestia clucked her tongue. She lifted a finger, smiling at a man walking by in a black uniform. “Can we get some assorted fruit here?”

      “Of course, ma’am,” he said and turned back toward the kitchen.

      Charlotte’s gaze followed him. What must all these staff members think? Weirdest cruise ever?

      “Bless your heart, dear.” Rosebud clapped a wrinkled hand over Charlotte’s. Charlotte looked up to find sympathy painted on the old woman’s face. “You must have so many questions.”

      “That’s putting it lightly,” Julian muttered, still inspecting the table. “Oh, you weren’t talking to me.”

      “I have a few,” Charlotte said. She felt Lawrence watching her from the side and she slipped a hand into his lap. He twined his fingers through hers with a hard squeeze. “Such as, why we’re floating in the middle of the Caribbean with no destination in mind.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to happen like that,” Haywood said. His cheeks puffed, full of food. He waved his hand around, nodding, speeding up his chewing. “Sorry about that, Charlotte. That was quite rude of me.”

      “What Father was trying to say was what I told you last night. We weren’t expecting to have to leave so soon, but Harlowe’s fixation on you forced us to change course. We arranged for the ship only two days ago, and by some miracle, we managed to pull it off,” Hestia said. She picked the stem off a strawberry and popped it into her mouth. “So no, we don’t have a destination in mind, but we haven’t been idly sitting about, either. There are some properties in the Caribbean that may be suitable, and we’ve made a few calls. Father, Rosebud, and I have also been discussing—”

      “Nicolas has a plan,” Lawrence interjected. He sighed and glanced at Charlotte. “It’s not what I’d call a very wise one, but it’s something.” When everyone turned his way, he recapped the conversation they’d had on the satellite phone.

      Hestia’s mouth parted in amusement. She exchanged a look with her horrified father. Rosebud gave no outward reaction.

      “So, I’ve been thinking ever since we hung up,” Charlotte said, her voice edged with caution. “And I’d like to go back. To help him.”

      Hestia cocked her head. “Ah, Charlotte, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I know Harlowe is dangerous, but Nicolas is going to be a father soon. This isn’t his battle to fight, but now he’s being pushed into the forefront, and I need to be there with him.” Charlotte flashed a thin smile at the waiter when he set a large bowl of fruit in front of her. She waited for him to leave. “I need to help him before more people get hurt, including Colleen, who I love very much.”

      Haywood laughed. “I see no reason we shouldn’t just let the princeling try his hand with my sister. Rumor has it, he has quite the gift.”

      “It is his battle, love,” Rosebud said with a placid look. “As the heir, everything is. The entire dynasty is his to lose or flourish. His father...” A light wince passed across her face. “Didn’t understand that. But Nicolas does.”

      Charlotte’s skin prickled with sweat. She recalled Nicolas’s father was the one responsible for the death of Rosebud’s only son. Did everyone else know? Did Nicolas even know? “Nic is fearless... to a fault. Now that Colleen has been taken, and Lauren is so close to delivering their son, there’s no way he’s thinking clearly. And, Rosebud, with all respect, Nicolas is not his father. In any way.”

      “Sins of the father,” Rosebud muttered and dipped her spoon into a dollop of thick custard. “Haywood is right. We stay for now. See how this plays out.”

      “Stay floating in the middle of the Caribbean Sea?” Lawrence asked, passing an astounded look across the table. “With no plan? No direction? And hope Nicolas’s magical unit can sway Harlowe into forgetting all this happened?”

      “Lawrence, this all must feel frightfully odd to you,” Haywood said. “But I can assure you—”

      “Odd?” Lawrence laughed. “I was held hostage by Anessa for months in Paris. I fell in love with Charlotte there, only to find out she was Anessa’s sister. We come back to New Orleans, and I watch Charlotte’s relatives lay a protective ward over a fucking house, and I can only believe it works because I spent months with her parents at Femme Forte trying to keep them from doing something that would get them killed, and somehow, they’re still alive. And probably best not to forget Harlowe only let me live so Charlotte could carve my heart out of my chest for the entertainment of all the other LaViolettes who seem to be disgusted by it all, but go along with it just the same.” He reached for the coffee in front of him but set it back down instead. “No, Haywood, none of this is odd to me. But it is disturbing to hear you all so willing to sacrifice the one person trying to help free you all of that witch’s stranglehold.”

      Charlotte squeezed his hand tight when it started to shake. She squeezed it again for good measure. “Well, he said it better than I did. I’m not okay with leaving all of this to Nicolas. If you want to stay here, I won’t try to convince you otherwise. But I want to go back. Today.”

      Hestia folded her napkin and set it neatly beside her plate. Her eyes flicked briefly to her father, then Rosebud. “Charlotte, no one wants anything to happen to Nicolas. None of us would have even broached an idea remotely resembling his harebrained plan, and had we been in contact with him, perhaps we might have dissuaded him. I’m assuming you tried?”

      Charlotte shoved her tongue to the roof of her mouth and nodded. It was Lawrence’s turn to squeeze her hand.

      “See?” Hestia threw her hands up. “Stubbornness is a Deschanel trait. He’s going to do what he wants to do, regardless of whether we come back or not. And right now, there’s nothing more important than keeping you safe.”

      Charlotte released Lawrence’s hand and pushed back from the table. She scrunched her face tight. “No, Hestia. Everyone says that, but isn’t the whole point to end this terrible legacy of monstrous women?”

      “Of course it is.”

      “Then Adrien should be the heir.” She thrust an arm toward his table. “He’s the eldest.”

      “Whoa now,” Haywood said, patting the air with a sideways nod. “Let’s not talk crazy, Charlotte. We want the terribleness to stop, yes, but it isn’t all terrible.”

      “I’m sorry, what part isn’t terrible?” Julian asked, frowning.

      “I think what my father is trying to say,” Hestia cut in, “is that we want the sacrifices and the archaic traditions to end, but our family was built upon the legacy of strong women. I look forward to a future where that can be true without the need for all the agony that’s come along with it thus far.”

      “Anessa, then,” Charlotte said. She shrugged. “I don’t want any part in this if you’re all perfectly content for more people to get hurt.”

      “More people will get hurt, Charlotte. This is a war.” Haywood shuddered and popped a grape in his mouth. “I wonder where they source these.”

      “Come on,” Lawrence said softly, leaning in. “Let’s just go back to our room.”

      “Take some fruit,” Haywood said, mouth full, pushing a bowl toward them.

      “Yes, I think that’s exactly what we’ll do. Minus the fruit.” Charlotte stood. Her whole body was on fire. Her mind. Her soul. Harlowe had turned her entire world upside down, but the others were complicit in ways they hadn’t yet accepted. They wanted a regime change, but they were still products of the one they’d been born into, and they weren’t ready to let go of their comforts.

      “Charlotte, sit down. Please,” Rosebud said.

      A waiter came up behind Charlotte like a bouncer. She laughed, incredulous. “What, am I a prisoner?”

      “No!” Hestia explained. “Rosebud, you’re a bit much sometimes, you know that?”

      Rosebud raised her brows in response.

      “You’re not a prisoner, Charlotte. I promise you. If you want to go back, no one here will stop you. But I urge you to strongly consider the risk you’re putting not only yourself but others in, if you do so. Once someone has our location, there’s no stopping others from finding it. Everyone here is in grave danger for what we did.” A hint of a smile appeared on Hestia’s face. “I’m only asking you to think about it from a place of reason, not emotion. Nicolas is reckless, yes, but he’s not stupid. And Harlowe would be a damned fool to harm him after the information he released. She’d be the number one suspect, and even if she hadn’t blown our fortune on gambling, no judge would take a bribe to let the murder of a Deschanel slide.”

      Our fortune. And there it was. They all believed they were entitled to it. Perhaps they’d known all along Harlowe was squandering it on vices, and that was the true source of their anger.

      Charlotte didn’t care at that moment. She finally saw them all as she saw Harlowe, and whether that was fair or not, it was the only way she and those she loved were going to survive the ordeal.

      Trust no one except yourself.

      “We’ll talk later,” Charlotte murmured. She reached for an apple and closed her fist around it. “Don’t come for me. I’ll tell you when I’m ready.”

      She left without waiting for Lawrence or Julian.

      

      Lawrence caught her hand just before the room to the cabin. Charlotte snatched it back and wrapped her arms over her chest as she stormed inside.

      “Charlotte. Love.” Lawrence followed her in and closed the door.

      Her shoulder pinched in a cringe that killed the gentle smile on his face.

      “I agree with everything you said back there.” Lawrence took a step toward her, but something in her face stayed him. He grimaced and shifted in place. “If you want to go back, you have my support all the way.”

      The anger rolled forward in a rush, but it had been brewing for weeks. Months. Hell, since Paris. Standing before her was the kindest, warmest man she’d ever known, but the only thing she wanted in that moment was to be as far away from him as time and distance would allow.

      Charlotte snapped her mouth shut. She could practically feel the steam rise from her chest, ready to be launched in the form of words she could never take back.

      “What’s really wrong?” Lawrence asked. He held his hands out at the sides. “You can talk to me. You know that, right? After everything that’s happened, I hope you know that.”

      “It’s not...” Charlotte released her trapped breath as a pained groan. She practically screamed it. “Goddammit, Lawrence, you shouldn’t even be here!” Stop. Stop before you go too far.

      “I know that,” he said, twisting his tongue around in his mouth. “But I am here. And there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      “Fucking liar,” she muttered and went to the bureau full of clothes she’d never seen, to find something warm to pull over her. She settled on a sweater without a label that probably cost more than most made in a month, tugging it over herself with a disgusted yank.

      “You can be mad at me if it helps you,” Lawrence said after a long pause. “But please don’t call me a liar, Charlotte. I’ve told you all along, ever since we both found ourselves prisoners of Harlowe, that no matter what’s happened, meeting you was worth it. Loving you is worth it. If you want me to give you some space—”

      “Yes! Space!” Charlotte spun, already too far gone to stop herself. “That would be lovely, Lawry. Absolutely positively perfect.”

      Lawrence’s brows knit together in pain. He raked his teeth over his bottom lip. “Charlotte, tell me what I’ve done to upset you so I can fix it.”

      “I told you what to do, didn’t I?” Charlotte edged toward him, the squall within her no longer building but spilling, spreading. “I asked you to stay at Femme Forte, where you were safe. With my parents. And you couldn’t even do that, could you?”

      “And I did!” Lawrence shrugged his hands up. “For months, I did exactly as you asked of me! I lied to my family, I played mediator, babysitter, and counselor to your parents, who lost their minds within days of being sequestered.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry spending time with my family is such a burden to you!”

      “Charlotte, don’t put words in my mouth.” The edges of his jaw flexed. “I was more than willing to do whatever you needed, no matter how insane the whole plan seemed to me. But no one had heard from you in months. Not a single person. Not Nicolas. No one.”

      “Well,” Charlotte said, a sarcastic smile carving through her flushed face, “now you’ve heard from me, haven’t you?” She reached for the bureau to steady herself, straining through the erratic staccato of her beleaguered breaths and rushing pulse.

      “I’m here because I want to be here.” Lawrence breathed deeply and looked away.

      “I never asked you to come. I never asked you to find me.” Charlotte shuddered in a breath. “I never asked you to love me. The one thing I did ask, the only thing I asked, was for you to keep yourself safe from these power-hungry bitches, and all you’ve done by coming here was to make things that much harder for me. So thank you, Lawrence, for wanting to be here, but if you’d have just listened to Nicolas and me, then everyone would still be safe and I could fucking think!”

      Lawrence recoiled, stricken. “Perhaps if you saw me as an equal and not as someone who doesn’t even know how to tie his own shoes.”

      “Perhaps if you could follow basic orders, I might treat you like an equal.”

      “Basic orders?” Lawrence gawked at her. “Right. Right.” He puffed out his cheeks and looked around. “I’m gonna get some air. Give you some time to cool down.”

      Charlotte’s eyes rolled up. “Like I’m some hysterical woman.” She bit the inside of her mouth so hard blood flooded across her tongue. It was the only thing keeping her tears at bay. “If something happens to my parents, Lawrence, I will never forgive you. I. Will. Never. Forgive. You.”

      Lawrence pressed his mouth tight and nodded. He started to say something but swatted the air instead.

      Charlotte watched him leave, her jaw and hands trembling so hard she leaned into the dresser to keep from falling. She clenched from head to toe when the door closed behind him; not quite a slam, but close enough to know she’d gone too far. Said things she couldn’t take back.

      What was worse, she almost wished she’d had the courage to say more.
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      Nicolas rolled the phone in his hands. He turned it upside down, tapped it against his arm, buried it in his lap. He’d written the text twenty times and had deleted all twenty attempts. None felt right. None skirted the impeccable balance between supremacy and amity. None made him feel remotely better about the idea everyone but Amelia had shot down.

      He dug the cell out of his lap and judged the words on the screen, typed but not sent:

      It’s time we talk, don’t you think? Just you and me. No guards. No lookouts. Pick the place. Public. Safe. ~ ND

      Nicolas backspaced and removed the word safe. That was implied with public and spelling it out put emphasis on it, which made him look weak.

      It’s time we talk, don’t you think? Just you and me. No guards. No lookouts. Pick the place. Public. ~ ND

      He backspaced on his initials and started typing out his full name, in case she didn’t know who ND was.

      “Of course she fucking knows,” he muttered and put his initials back in. His thumb hovered over the send button. Was spelling out the need for the meeting to be public a sign of weakness too? Or would it be riskier to remove it, and then have her pick a less desirable location, forcing him to amend it to somewhere more private, making him look even more like a pussy?

      You’re overthinking things again, Nicolas. It’s not the superpower you believe it to be, he heard Colleen say. Her wisdom always came to him at the right—or wrong, depending on how he looked at it—times. Hearing her voice in his head now was like falling on a sword he’d failed to put away properly. She’d tied his hands with her order of no action. She was the closest he’d ever have to a real mother, and just when they’d finally come to understand one another, she was gone.

      Nicolas rocked the phone in his hands. She’d commanded no one come for her, but that wasn’t the same as doing nothing. If anyone could appreciate the value of a loophole, it would be a woman who lived and died by the precision of rules. And it wasn’t just Colleen he needed to save. The woman in the other room, carrying his son, holding his heart in her hands, had given him a sense of purpose he hadn’t believed was possible.

      “Fuck it,” he said and hit send. He squinted one eye, cringing, and watched the message process. Sent. “Done.”

      Nicolas hurled his phone across the study. It landed on the sofa with a plop. It was done, and he wasn’t going to sit around waiting like an eager puppy for the bitch to respond. Whether she answered him immediately or a week from now, he intended to make her wait.

      He realized someone was watching him and turned to see Lauren in the doorway, cradling her belly, wearing one of his old cardigans. Richard must have given it to her before Amelia had shown up with a suitcase full of clothes. She was awfully pale, and despite her pregnancy, thin. Too thin. All he wanted to do was gather her in his arms and say fuck the world, but there was no torture more exquisite than knowing he couldn’t.

      Nicolas didn’t know whether to guide her to a chair or back to bed, but if he fussed too much, he’d just put her off. “Something wrong?”

      Lauren bowed her head and leaned against the doorframe. “I know you feel you have to do this.”

      Nicolas moved closer. His hands floundered, unsure where, or if, to land. “All I know is I have to do something. I can’t sit around idle and wait for her to keep deciding our fate.”

      Lauren, still looking down, stepped into the room. She inched forward with a tentative shuffle, and when he held his arms out, heart thrumming with so many complex emotions he couldn’t define a single one, she walked into them.

      Nicolas folded her into him, as though he could wrap the two of them tight enough to block out all the rest. “If you don’t want me to do it, Lauren, I won’t.” He closed his eyes and laid his face across the top of her head. “You have far more power than you think.”

      “I know I do,” she said against his chest. “But I won’t ever use it. It wouldn’t be fair or right. It’s not my place to tell you what to do.”

      But it is. God, how he wished he could dull the ache that choked him anytime she was near. Hell, anytime he even thought about her. It was a pain with no relief. An agony with no end. But it was all the more reason to push forward. “I know it sounds insane, Lauren, but I can manage Harlowe if it’s just the two of us. Despite all signs pointing to the contrary, she’s not an actual goblin.” Nicolas said it in his best goblin voice. He turned to jelly when she laughed, rolling her face on his shirt. “She’s just a woman. Just a person. And right now, she’s vulnerable, but that won’t last. It’s now, or wait for her to cause even more hurt. More fear. You have enough to worry about without wondering when one of her fucking cohorts is going to come for Atticus.”

      Lauren peeled back slightly and peered up at him. “I know Atticus will be safe here. But the moment you leave Ophélie, you’re not.”

      Nicolas swallowed. “I’ve given my list of requests to Oz, and he’s drafting up provisions for you and Atticus, so it won’t matter if I’m here or not. You’ll never have to worry about anything ever again.”

      Her eyes fluttered down and to the side. “I don’t care about the money, the prestige, or any of it, Nic. I never have.”

      His pulse pounded in his ears. “Then... what? What can I do to set your mind at ease?”

      Lauren sighed. “I’ve had so much time to think these past couple of days. Too much time.”

      “Do you...” He cleared his throat. “Wanna talk about it?”

      “I thought that’s what we were doing,” she said softly.

      “We are, but I mean... that is... God, Lauren, I don’t know what I’m saying. It’s not your fault I can’t form complete sentences around you.” He tried to laugh, and so did she, but the raw earnestness in her eyes crushed his humor.

      “All that time thinking, and I’m no closer to understanding my own self. All these jumbled thoughts. It’s the first time in my life I can truly say that I don’t know who I am anymore, or what I...” She licked her lips and glanced down. “The only thing I do know is I need you in my life. I’m choosing to have you in my life. As Atticus’s daddy, of course, but also as my friend. My co-parent. My... my world would be so much dimmer without you in it, Nicolas. When I think of the danger you’re in, that you’re willingly ready to walk into, I feel so violently sick it’s all I can do to even breathe. And I know telling you this is unfair, and yet, some voice inside of me keeps saying, you better speak your truth, while you can.”

      “Lauren.” Her name was the only thing he could say. Everything else was unfair. Dangerous.

      She closed her mouth tight with a wince. “And...”

      Nicolas jumped when his cell phone chimed. He looked at Lauren in alarm and slowly released her.

      “You didn’t... that’s her, isn’t it?” Lauren asked. Her gaze traveled to the couch.

      He nodded and leaned over for a preview, but the phone was upside down on the cushion. With a guarded glance back at Lauren, he reached for his cell and flipped it.

      Piedmont Hotel in Desire. Tomorrow. Ten a.m. Do bring Lauren. I relish the opportunity to congratulate you both in person.

      It wasn’t the public setting he wanted, but if he requested a venue change, he’d be walking into the meeting knowing she still held all the power.

      “What? What did she say?”

      Nicolas stared back at Lauren, wondering what else she might have said, if Harlowe hadn’t ruined yet another moment in his life. “It’s... on. She agreed.”

      Lauren’s chin trembled. She quickly looked away. “When?”

      “Tomorrow.” He pulled in a sigh. “Hey. Look at me.”

      She wiped her cheeks and lifted her eyes to meet his. “I won’t tell you not to do it.”

      Nicolas’s mouth pulled at the edge into the start of a grin. “I was going to ask if you wanted to sit on my balcony and watch the storm with me for a bit.”

      “Is that some kind of sexual euphemism the kids are saying now?”

      He laughed. “I’m more creative than that, Lauren, come on.”

      “All right...” Lauren frowned. “What storm?”

      The window lit up with bright light. A peal of thunder followed. Nicolas grinned and pointed. “That one.”

      She rolled her eyes, mouth twisting into a reluctant grin. “You can predict storms now, too?”

      He very nearly made a joke about his dick being a divining rod, but it didn’t seem like the right time. “Ah, that or I have a baller weather app on my phone?”

      Lauren lowered her eyes and laughed. She nibbled her lip at the corner. “All right, Nicolas. Teach me your ways.”

      

      First Nicolas got her settled. There was a chaise on his balcony—the broadest porch at Ophélie save the one wrapping around the main floor—but Lauren didn’t like that she couldn’t get herself in and out of the slanted lounger without help. So he dragged a recliner out, impervious to her claim he was being ridiculous, located the softest ottoman he could find, and made her as comfortable as he could. She laughed at his efforts, but there was a lightness in her smile, a bloom in the apples of her cheeks, that made him want to do more. And though she chided him further when he draped his favorite quilt over her, tucking it in around her feet, he wanted to bottle the dreamy way she followed his movements after.

      “Do you go to all this trouble for all your storm watching dates?” Lauren quipped, hitching one brow.

      Nicolas shuddered, forcibly recovering from the word date, which he wanted to mention so badly but wouldn’t. It was either a slip or a tease, but it didn’t feel like incitement. “Most of my dates are too busy enjoying another kind of storm to notice the rain.” He cringed as soon as the last word left his mouth.

      Lauren’s mouth dropped open in amusement. “You really just said that.”

      Nicolas contorted his face, a bit of horror, a bit of mischief. “Yeeeaaah. I did, didn’t I?”

      Her attention fluttered beyond the balcony, where the trees bowed with the force of the wind and rain. “Must work.”

      “It suits the intention,” he said, watching her as he settled into a lounger beside her. He leaned over the side and nudged the table closer so she could reach the lemonade Richard had made them. Made her, really. Richard had worn a perpetually scheming grin from the moment Nicolas said Lauren was staying a while. A knowing grin. Nicolas didn’t have the heart to tell the old man he was barking up the wrong tree.

      “Which is to bag every beautiful woman in New Orleans?” Lauren volleyed.

      “Please, I cast my net wider than that.”

      “So your dating pool extends farther than the metro area?”

      “It extends as far as I want it to.”

      Lauren pulled her lips inward briefly. Her nose crinkled. “That’s what she said?”

      Nicolas’s grin couldn’t be tempered. “You’re adorable when you talk like me.”

      “Like a fucking brute with a heart of gold, you mean?” She twisted her mouth to the side.

      Nicolas inclined back with a steadying exhale. Easy, boy. “Watch that filthy mouth around me, Lauren, unless you want me to wash it out.” Had he really just said that, too?

      Lauren propped herself up and pivoted sideways with an indignant scowl. “With what, Nicolas? Wash it out with what?”

      Fuckkkkk. He swallowed. Hard. “Only one way to find out.”

      “Hmm.” Lauren laughed and returned to facing forward. “I bet you don’t demure with other women.”

      Nicolas shifted, but there was no calming his hard-on. “You’re not other women.”

      “Why is that, I wonder? Why do I, serious, stick-in-the-mud that I am, stand out for you? I’m not as pretty as the women you’re always photographed with on the society pages. I suppose I check the money box, but you turned down my sister, so that doesn’t track.” She shook her head when he squinted at her. “No, I really want to know. Is it because I wasn’t immediately snared by your charms like most women? Is it the thrill of a good game?”

      Nicolas swallowed some lemonade to buy a pause. He nodded at the glass, indicating it was good, as she waited. “No. No, it’s not that.”

      “Because you don’t have to settle down on my account.” She tapped the table. “No, I mean it. Of course I want you to be a devoted father, and I know you will be. But that doesn’t mean you have to become a monk, either. I don’t expect or want you to give up the things you enjoy. You understand?”

      The sky exploded with light. Thunder split the earth and they both startled. Lauren clapped, her entire face aglow with childish delight. “God, I love that. Don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” he said, watching her with an ache without end, relieved not to have to answer her earlier question. “I do.”

      “My mom and I...” Lauren’s head rolled against the leather with a dreamy look. “We used to watch storms at Audubon Park. We had our favorite gazebo, and we’d just sit quietly. She’d read a book. Sometimes I would, too. But it was the silence that felt so rare and perfect. My father... he doesn’t know the meaning of the word. Such a presence. Loud. Booming. Always there. I think Mom needed the break as much as I did, and when she died...” Her tongue darted across her lips and she fell quiet. “I went once or twice by myself. Wasn’t the same.”

      “That’s a beautiful memory.” Nicolas was torn between saying more and saying nothing.

      “That’s what they say when someone is gone, and there are days I feel exactly that. But others...” Lauren caressed a hand over her belly, swaddled in the quilt. “She never met Cassidy’s children. My son will never have memories of her. But he will know the terribleness of his aunt and grandfather, and when I remember that, I’m reminded not everything is beautiful, even when you want it to be.”

      “For every Cassidy there’s an Ana,” Nicolas offered. “For every Dan there’s an Augustus. I wouldn’t be here without any of them. Colleen. Evie. Charles and Cordelia weren’t parents. They were troubadours battling for the loudest song, the prize of most wronged. Maybe I should miss them, but I don’t. I miss my sisters, but I don’t miss my absentee parents. There’s a lot of shit out there, Lauren, but there’s also good, and it’s yours now, too.”

      Lauren nodded, staring ahead. “The Deschanels have grown on me. I have so few cousins in the area anymore. You have this beautiful, sprawling family, and you’re never alone unless you want to be.”

      “You’re not alone, either.”

      “I know.” She smiled from the side. “That isn’t what I meant. I guess I do sound a little melancholic, but I’m more... I don’t know, musing. Thinking aloud. We’ve come a long way, you and me, enough that I can feel so at ease talking about things I used to keep buried.” She rolled her head his way. “Thank you for everything, Nicolas.”

      Nicolas bit down on the inside of his cheek and nodded. “Feeling’s mutual, Lauren.” He quaffed down more lemonade, wondering whether he was really going to say what was on his mind. “You asked me why you? Because of this.” He waved a hand around. The rain hammered harder, bowing the trees, pooling around the gardens. “Because I’ve never met anyone else I can just sit with. Just be with. All those women... they satisfied one need.” He chuckled. “One very primal need. But when it's done, I feel... empty. Unfulfilled. Yeah... you know, I don’t know what I’m saying, don’t listen to me.”

      “No,” she said. “No, I understand. The men I’ve dated, I always felt compelled to entertain them. To rise to whatever expectation they had of me. The image, true or not. I remember when you told me about Mercy, and how it seemed so perfect, and at the same time, like you were waiting for it all to blow up in your face. It was like that with Cam. I knew he loved me, and I loved him, but there was always, always an undercurrent of anxiety running through the hours and minutes. In the end, he did what all the others did, but I never saw it coming. No matter how uneasy I felt, I never saw it. Or maybe I just didn’t want to.”

      “Because love,” Nicolas said with a short laugh.

      “Because love,” she agreed. “It’s possible to love someone who isn’t good for you. It doesn’t mean it wasn’t love, it just means it wasn’t good. That was a lesson I needed to learn.”

      “Like us?”

      Lauren’s mouth caught mid-word. She closed her mouth and reached for her lemonade. “I’ve sent you so many mixed messages, and I don’t want to send you more.” She took a sip and tapped the cool glass against her forehead. “But I don’t think you’re bad for me, Nicolas. Not anymore. If anything, it may be the other way around.”

      “You? Bad for me?” He snorted and adjusted his legs higher on the balcony. He stored her confession for later, when it was safer to think.

      “You’ve been showing me who you are for months, and I refused to listen.” Lauren sighed and closed her eyes, wiggling to settle deeper into the chair. “Have you ever fallen asleep out here?”

      “Not intentionally.”

      She shot him a quizzical look from her peripheral.

      “I mean, you know, after a lot of Henny and maybe some... other things I won’t mention in case the house is bugged.”

      Lauren burst out laughing. “I distinctly recall reading about you walking along the levee, naked, with a bottle of cognac swinging from your hands. For some reason, of all the odd things I read about you in the society pages, that’s the image that always stuck with me.”

      “Fucking great,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Exactly how I want to be remembered.”

      “Fortunately for you, I’ve now collected my own share of Nicolas Charles Deschanel memories. Or maybe unfortunately?”

      Nicolas laughed. It felt so natural to joke with her, so painfully right. “There’s a reason Colleen had you sign an NDA, baby girl.”

      “You mean I should scrap the salacious tell-all I’ve been working on?”

      “Our lawyers are fucking sharks. Maybe you know them?”

      “Dated a couple.”

      Nicolas pitched forward. “Ex-fucking-cuse me? A couple? Cam and who?”

      Lauren cringed. “Your cousin Quillan. Sort of. I mean, you already knew about that.”

      “Right. Little shit.” Nicolas flopped back. He’d known, of course, about Quillan. How he’d hurt her.

      “Wasn’t exactly dating... we went on a date, and it wasn’t what I’d call a successful one.”

      He hoped she couldn’t see how relieved he was to hear it wasn’t successful. “Cam is an idiot and Quillan wouldn’t know what to do with it if someone handed him an instruction manual with lots of pictures.”

      Lauren groaned and rubbed her belly. “Story of my life.”

      “Present company excluded?”

      She didn’t miss a beat. “You already know it was good.”

      Nicolas swelled with pride and smiled to himself. “Just good?”

      “Don’t push your luck.” She closed her eyes and held out her hands as a brisk breeze blew across the property.

      “Lauren... do you... are things all right, with you and Ashley?”

      Her hands stilled. “Why?”

      “Just a sense. I don’t know. I guess all I’m saying is, we’re friends, and you can talk to me. It’s not like you can go out and sip sidecars with your favorite girlfriends right now.”

      “Sidecars are disgusting, and I don’t have many girlfriends. None that I’d spill my secrets to.” She pursed her mouth and blew out a breath. “But I could use some advice. If you’re up for it. If it wouldn’t be weird for you...” She didn’t seem to know how to finish.

      “I’ll let him know to behave.” Nicolas mimed mouthing an order under the blanket. Her giggle made his heart do a happy little dance.

      “I’m really worried about him.” She pulled the blanket tighter around her and stared into the rain. “I’ve been worried for a while now, and I should have said something to someone sooner.”

      Nicolas waited for her to finish. He was pretty sure he knew where she was going with it because Amelia had filled him in about the storms. Even thinking about how scared Lauren must have been was enough to make him want to drive to New Orleans and throttle Ashley.

      “He’s really struggling, and all I wanted to do was help him. But I’m starting to realize it’s me, or... or more specifically, our relationship, that’s opening up all these terrible unhealed wounds for him.” She pulled her lemonade to her chest but didn’t drink, instead holding it there, cradled between her palms. “If I could fix this for him, I would. I’d do anything to bring his family back. But...”

      “I know,” Nicolas said, voice low. “Colleen told me.”

      “He doesn’t believe he needs help, and he alienates anyone who tells him otherwise. I think that’s what he’s grappling with the most right now, that he and his mother didn’t part on the best of terms, you know?”

      “We’ll get her home, Lauren. I don’t know how yet, but we will.”

      “We have to. Your family has already lost too much. Ashley has already lost too much.” She bowed her head, resting her chin on the edge of her glass. “When he was here earlier, I had a thought so terrible I wished immediately that I could unthink it.”

      Nicolas could hear it in her voice. The fear. He’d seen it, too, the light recoil when Ashley had tried to touch her, the trepidation brimming in her face every time he spoke.

      “I’m afraid not only for him, but... of what he might do accidentally if pushed too far. He’s already dangling over the edge, and if he doesn’t get help, I’m afraid he’ll do something he can’t undo.” She pursed her mouth and threaded a breath in. “God, that sounds so horrible when said aloud.”

      “It sounds honest,” Nicolas said. “What really destroyed Mercy and me was the dishonesty. It wasn’t even lies, exactly. The deception went deeper than that. She didn’t want me to know her.” He rolled his lips in, out. “Thing is, Lauren, I’ve known Ashley my whole life. He’s a good man. One of the best. You think I’d let him anywhere fucking near you if he wasn’t?”

      Lauren half-smiled at her lap.

      “But it’s as you said. He needs help. He has to want it, too.” Nicolas shifted sideways toward her. “Can I say something? Something blunt?”

      “I did ask you for advice.”

      “I didn’t hear a question in there, but I have an answer. Or a thought, anyway.”

      Lauren’s hands lifted under the blanket.

      “If he really loves you, he’ll realize he’s not in control of himself right now. He’ll realize this pressure he’s putting on you is adding stress on top of fear, on top of a mountain of other bullshit. You’re not just protecting yourself. You’re protecting your son.”

      “I know.”

      “And if he doesn’t realize what he’s doing to you... or if he doesn’t care how it’s affecting you,” Nicolas said, slower as he approached the part he knew she wouldn’t like, “then I was wrong and he doesn’t fucking deserve you after all.”

      Lauren flinched, straightening. She didn’t speak right away. “I hadn’t thought of it in quite those terms.”

      “I can hardly think of anything else when I see how he is with you lately,” Nicolas blurted, assembling words he knew he shouldn’t say but would anyway. “You’re not his therapist. You’re not his mother. He either can or can’t show up for you in his current state of distress, but he’s not going to drag you into the storm with him. I won’t allow it.”

      Nicolas braced for her indignant retort, but she was quiet instead.

      “Thank you for not mincing words,” she said. “I know what I need to do. I just don’t know how to do it yet without making everything so much worse. It doesn’t help that my hormones are so out of control right now.”

      “I can ask Evie to come talk to you about it. I’m sure she’d know what to do.”

      “It’s, uh... not something I really want to discuss with your aunt?” She cringed hard. “No one told me how... over-stimulated I’d be. The terrible, horrible part of me wanted to pull Ashley into a linen closet before I kicked him out.”

      “Okay, first off? What’s happening down there right now is not my fault,” Nicolas blurted, drawing his own blanket in a coil on his lap. He cleared his throat and took a deep breath. “My own ulterior motives notwithstanding, it’s probably best you didn’t fuck him in the linen closet.”

      “I know, it would have been so unfair, and that’s why I sucked it up.”

      “No, because the damn thing smells like that shitty pine cleaner Condi fucking loves so much.”

      Lauren bowled over with a laugh. It sounded so unexpected it made him laugh, too.

      “I fucking know I shouldn’t say this, that I’ll regret is as soon as I do, but...” Nicolas raked his tongue along his teeth. “You have some excellent no-strings-dick right here at Ophélie whenever you want it.”

      “Really?” she said with a stern look meant to disguise her effort not to laugh again. “No strings?”

      “Can even wear a bag over my head. Or a pic of your childhood crush. I’m flexible.”

      “You’d have to be, to get around this monster belly I have right now.”

      “You think you’d be the first pregnant woman I’ve fucked?”

      Lauren turned dramatically sideways to face him. “Do I even want to know?”

      Nicolas swished his tongue in his mouth with a grin. “Probably not. One of those things that’s better explained by showing, anyway.”

      “Hmm.” Lauren sat back, staring into the haze of rain. “Maybe it’s best not to add another complication to our complicated lives right now. Tempting as your offer is.”

      Nicolas knew exactly how he’d be putting himself to sleep later. He shook it off for now. “The only thing you need to do right now is let me spoil the fuck out of you until you’re so tired of me you have to beg Ana and Aleksy to lay you a ward somewhere else.”

      “I’m not used to being spoiled like this. You’re creating a monster, you know.”

      “If you’re a monster, you’re an awfully sexy Frankenstein.”

      “Frankenstein was the doctor, Nic.”

      “Yeah. I knew that.”

      Lauren made a soft, contented sound as she turned her attention back to the storm. “This Harlowe thing...”

      “Hm?”

      “You don’t have to debase yourself for her. There’re other ways.”

      “I’d certainly prefer not to.” Nicolas scoffed. “She’s not really my type.”

      “Not into fire-breathing she-dragons?”

      “Only when it’s cold outside.”

      Her breathing slowed. She pulled her knees higher, resting them against her belly. Her face lolled to the side. “I think I’m falling asleep.”

      Nicolas shifted to face her, folding his hands under his head. “Sleep all you want. I’ll be here.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask, but...” An easy smile appeared on her face, flushed with sleepiness. “I do feel safer when you’re near.”

      “That’s all I want for you.”

      “Don’t lose yourself to that woman, Nic. She’s already taken so much.”

      “You’re the only woman I could ever lose myself to, Lauren.” His heart swelled and broke, crashing like the tides. Again, he’d said too much, and he waited, tense, for her to tell him so.

      But she was already asleep.
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      Colleen knew more about neuroscience than anything else. She’d studied it, taught it, practiced it, and perfected it as chief of neurosurgery at two separate hospitals. While many, particularly the family, looked to her as the expert in all matters, this was one of the few arenas where she felt justified actually claiming the title.

      But there was neuroscience and then there was neurological warfare.

      Harlowe was the expert on that.

      For days, the woman had interrogated her, demanding answers to questions she undoubtedly already had the answers to. In between, long stretches of darkness or light, tactics Colleen knew were common in rendition torture. Randomly, screeching sounds, at decibels high enough to render her temporarily deaf, flooded the room, ricocheting off the walls. That was always Colleen’s personal favorite, as a woman who had spent her life valuing silence.

      Just as she’d taught her daughter, Amelia, to protect the deepest pockets of her mind from the worst of life, Colleen, too, was familiar with the tricks. But a conceptual and intellectual familiarity was not the same thing as turning her own instruction inward. Amelia had been born an empath, and thus born with the gift of seclusion. Colleen had not.

      So she rationed her introspection. There were varying schools of opinion on whether pining for loved ones was productive or counterproductive for hostage victims. Some believed it weakened a person’s already battered resolve, while others claimed it prevented the transition from bargaining to acceptance, and ultimately, surrender.

      Colleen’s own conviction fell somewhere in the middle. Family was an anchor. Anchors were bellwethers of fortitude as much as rudders of hesitation. It was the men in her life, her husband and remaining son, for whom she could barely restrain her fear, while Amelia had been training her whole life for tragedies. With luck, it would be she Nicolas harkened to, but it wasn’t luck that had readied Nicolas for the mantle he now wore, the one she’d groomed him for his entire life, long before he even knew she was considering him for the Council. She waffled between all his plausible responses, settling on both sides of the debate. Even the act of such deliberation was exhausting, when she had little reserve to spare.

      Thus, she rationed.

      How long had it been? She blinked through the question, a vague hint of recency permeating the words. She’d already concluded the answer, hadn’t she? Hadn’t she?

      Reason told her mere days could have passed, but Harlowe’s effective torture had chipped away at this part of her. How odd, Colleen thought, that what she prided herself on the most—that last bit of hubris not even pragmatism could break—would be the first thing to crumble under the right combination of pressure.

      Slamming echoed around her. Light bounced in concert. Colleen rocked in place, blocking the sound, squinting out the light. She thought of her favorite little corner of paradise at The Gardens, the one no one would have guessed was her favorite because there was nothing at all remarkable about it—at least, compared to the rest of the lush gardens, a favorite view on the Garden District tour circuit—except the way the banana fronds folded inward to form the perfect reading spot. Not that she had time to read anything other than medical journals these days, but it was the idea of the place, the power of the knowledge that she could return if she wanted to. All she had to do was—

      “Your nephew is full of surprises.” Harlowe. Somewhere. In her mind? Was it a memory or an unwitting prediction? Perhaps Harlowe had infiltrated her favorite corner of the world. Would that be so hard to imagine, after everything? After all of it?

      A shriek dragged through her mind. Colleen envisioned herself clapping her palms over her ears, and the sound dulled, but also drew closer. A chair. She felt it. Opening her eyes was out of the question.

      “He wants to meet. I’ve agreed.”

      No, but that wasn’t right, was it? Harlowe wouldn’t meet Nicolas because Harlowe had said... what had she said... Nicolas had... what had he done to her? Something irreversible. Brazen. Something Colleen might have approved of, if not secretly—a younger, bolder Colleen, before duty had yoked her to a higher purpose.

      “Because, you see, Colleen, between Nicolas and Haywood, I’ve had my fill of insolent men. This might surprise you, given what you know of my methods in handling such unruly beasts, but seeing as your hands are quite literally tied due to the failures of men, it should not surprise you that mine are also tied. Figuratively. Haywood has disappeared, and Nicolas, well... I’d like to disappear him, but you understand why I won’t. Yet.”

      “Your sister,” Colleen croaked. More words formed. She didn’t know if she said any of them. A frond bowed and tickled her forehead, and she started to laugh but stopped because the frond was gone, if it had ever been there at all.

      “Harper? She’ll live.” Harlowe’s delivery was smooth, but Colleen, lacking the desire to see, heard what Harlowe didn’t want her to. The woman did have a weakness, but it wasn’t her children or even her bland husband. “Cannot say the same for my brother when we find him.”

      Haywood. The contractor. Construction. But there was another, wasn’t there?

      Ah, but how could she forget Hollis? Chief of surgery at University. A thorn in her side, once. Maybe still. Time was not within her grasp.

      “If you know where they are, Colleen, it would behoove you to tell me.”

      “Who?” The question echoed through the garden. The fronds bounced in a gentle breeze, bobbing in perfect response.

      “Have I broken you so easily? Is that it?”

      “Who?” Colleen repeated, once, twice, more, until it sounded like the owl that used to perch on the magnolia outside her window and wake her in the midnight hours.

      “Christ deliver us.” Harlowe rattled the room with her groan. Colleen grasped hold of a banana leaf, but it slipped through her fingers, and she crashed into a climb of fuchsia bougainvillea. “Charlotte. The other seventeen LaViolettes who slipped away into the night and off my radar.”

      Haywood. Haywood had kidnapped Harlowe’s sister, Harper. Colleen remembered now.

      “How is Harper?”

      A clicking against the stone floor. Colleen knew that sound. It was always with her, across the long years of wearing heels on linoleum. Foul, warm air churned the air by her face. She inhaled and immediately coughed.

      “Harper,” Harlowe seethed, “was beaten and left for dead. But she’s just splendid, Colleen, thank you dearly for asking. Again.”

      “Charlotte is...” Gone. She was gone. Another lie?

      No, remember? You saw her and then she was gone, and then the cacophony came.

      The rage.

      Harlowe’s.

      “If you think my hand will pause as I decry the fates of these disloyal, ungrateful traitors, then you haven’t been paying attention. Charlotte. All of them. I’ll miss not one, not a single one of my children. Not even my Armand, who remained, like a beaten but still-loyal puppy, but has no future in my affairs. There will be no moment of despair, of second-guessing my hatred. Not. One.” Harlowe’s breath dissipated. The unbreathable warmth left with it. “But Nicolas’s son could still have a life. Not in New Orleans, of course, and certainly not as a Deschanel, but I’m a patron of several lovely orphanages that would place him with a good home. You could give him that, Colleen. Give Nicolas and Lauren the peace of mind, however bittersweet, that while they must inevitably suffer, their son could thrive.”

      Had the child been born?

      “Colleen, I know you’re listening to me. I can, after all, see your face, even if you’ve chosen not to see mine.”

      How long had she been there?

      Long, exasperated sigh. “I’m meeting your nephew now. At the Piedmont in Desire. Do you think I own a single stitch of clothing suitable for a place like that? A flea-infested shithole of the worst our society has to offer? I had to send someone shopping at the second-hand store, and there is no amount of laundering that can dull the stench, let me tell you.” Harlowe laughed to herself. “He thinks he’s won, and there could be no greater exposure for a man than when he cannot consider an alternative to victory. When he sees the depths to which he believes I’ve fallen, well... then we’ll have some fun, won’t we?”

      Fun. What had they been talking about? A swash of sunlight bathed Colleen’s face, finding a rare break in the canopy of leaves that were so welcoming she never wanted to leave.

      Empathic emperilment.

      She knew those words.

      She knew—

      “Think about my offer, Colleen. Really consider it. There’s no future for you, and Nicolas’s fate is decided, even if I have no choice now but to be patient. But his son could live. That’s my compromise. The only one I will ever make, and if I change my mind, there won’t be another.”
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      The Piedmont wasn’t a hotel. Nor was it a motel, which would have been an improvement from the dilapidated cluster of rusting tract homes centered around a gravel bed of palmettos. Piedmo ark the plastic sign read, presumably Piedmont Park in another era. Given the massive cratered puddles smattering the half-paved lot, it might have just as easily meant ark, though.

      This bitch is fucking with me.

      Nicolas parked next to the underwhelming cluster of imported palms, in full view of anyone passing on nearby Alvar Street, who would see any funny business, clear as day... see, and likely turn their heads while the dumbass who had driven his Maclaren into town like a tone-deaf douchebag was kidnapped in broad daylight.

      She wouldn’t dare, though. If nothing else, his press release had surrounded him with a shield she couldn’t directly penetrate.

      She doesn’t need to. She knows there’s someone I care about more than myself.

      He rested his phone in his lap and pressed the side button to light up the screen. He read the cabin number again, though he’d already memorized it. Repeating it in his head, four, four, four, he nodded to himself, buying time as he surveyed the mostly empty lot with a touch of remorse. Offering to meet alone was a tactic, not a preference. If he’d turned her down, suggested another location, she’d have feasted upon that weakness. He wanted Harlowe to know he wasn’t scared of her, but he was.

      She probably knew that, too.

      Nicolas waited for nearly an hour before a black town car turned in. It pulled around the tight lot slowly before crawling to a stop on the other side of the garden, looking even more out of place than he did. He craned for a sight of her. Subtle, the both of them, rolling into Desire in the best of their liveries.

      He glanced down at his polo and khakis, feeling suddenly overdressed.

      One look at the stiff-backed blonde who exited the town car without a single look back reinforced this. She was wearing... a flannel. A flannel and carpenter jeans and muddy sneakers. Her hair was thrown back in a messy ponytail. The effect was startlingly hot—the first, and only, time he’d ever thought of her as anything but a medieval monster.

      “You came to seduce the bitch, Nic, not let her lead you around by the dick,” he said to his reflection in the tiny visor mirror. Don’t lose yourself to that woman. She’s already taken too much. “Don’t intend to, Lauren.”

      The town car eased away. He stepped out of the car with a hard squint at the morning sun bathing the lot. He spotted the cabin—a shipping container would be more cozy—right away. Number four. A narrow set of wooden steps, mossy and unvarnished, led up into the unit, which was balanced aboveground on cinderblocks.

      The sound of his car locking was loud and shrill, ringing across the otherwise unusually silent day. Traffic sped by on Alvar, citizens going about their day, oblivious to the gravity of the meeting between two people capable of either bringing war to New Orleans or squashing it before it happened.

      He snapped his collar and climbed the steps. They shook with each footfall. When he raised a hand to knock, it landed on air.

      Harlowe stood in the door, hip cocked, eyes blazing. His eyes traveled the valley where her button-down clung crudely to her breasts, and then quickly snapped back up. Not quick enough, though, judging from the tickle of a grin that lifted the corner of her mouth.

      She nodded behind her and turned without speaking. Nicolas breathed deeply and stepped inside. He closed the door and tried to lock it, but the jamb was warped, and the best he could do was wedge it halfway.

      “Gonna spoil me, Harlowe, taking me to your favorite place.”

      “Ha.” Harlowe was sitting in one of two chairs. She folded one lithe leg over the other, straining the thighs on carpenter jeans that had no business being that alluring. “Cabernet?”

      “Pass.”

      She made a disappointed sound. “I suppose it is only ten.”

      “I don’t partake at any hour, but you already knew that.”

      “No. Not anymore.” Her chin dimpled. “Shame. You were far more interesting when you did.”

      Nicolas wouldn’t take the bait. She wasn’t the first person to weaponize those words against him, to get under his skin. It was the first of many dangling worms she had prepared for him, of that he had no doubt. “Even if I wanted to join you, wine tastes like someone pissed in a pot of grapes by accident and decided to slap a label on it.” He flopped into the chair across from her with a tight smile. “Wasn’t sure you’d meet me.”

      “I wanted to look you in the eye when I called you a calculating son of a bitch,” she said blithely. Her crossed leg bobbed in the air, flashing her stained sneakers like a taunt. “But now that you’re here, it hardly seems necessary.”

      “I’m sure you could find far more colorful ways to denigrate me,” Nicolas said, twisting to get comfortable. He nodded at her ensemble, tilting his head slightly to the side. “I admire your commitment to camouflage.”

      Harlowe’s nose turned in disgust. “You didn’t bring Lauren.”

      “I did not.”

      “I told you I wanted to congratulate her.”

      “I’ll pass your regards along.”

      “Congratulate her,” Harlowe went on, “for taming you.”

      A bolt of ice shot through his veins. He grinned to cover it. “My incubator, you mean?”

      Harlowe threw her head back with a joyless cackle. “Speaking of camouflage...”

      “Sorry?”

      “You want me to think you couldn’t care less about her, so I’ll take my eye off her. Might have worked on someone else, but I know the look of a man who’s lost to the thrall of love. It’s a light that looks utterly scrumptious as its being winked out, their heart still pathetically pulsing in your hand.” She lifted her tiny fist and crushed it. Smiled. “Of course, even if she was a LaViolette, she’d never have the honor of cutting out your heart, would she? She’d have to love you first.”

      Nicolas clenched hard enough to scrape his teeth together. “That would suck for her, since she has only one thing I want or need.”

      “Of course, darling. We’ll play pretend if it suits you.” Harlowe glanced toward the moth-eaten curtains with a wistful look. “I don’t say this lightly, Nicolas, but you impressed me. Your choice was a move out of my own playbook, and no one else had the resourcefulness or sense to dig a little deeper. Not even your dear Colleen. I might even compliment you if we were on the same side.”

      “Maybe we are, and we just don’t know it yet.” He tried to grin. “And I believe that was a compliment. Darling.”

      “Oh, hardly. If the timing was right, you’d already be dead.”

      “We could roleplay it a bit if it excites you.”

      “Mm. We hardly know each other and here you are, with the key to my heart.”

      Nicolas smiled tersely. “I think we know each other well enough.”

      “Is that why you wanted to meet? To officially declare everything we both already know? Or did you wish to show me how brave and bold you are, what a strong little heir you’ve become, nothing like your malcontent father?”

      “We are nothing alike,” he stated, “but you aren’t the only one impressed. Colleen? Never saw that coming.”

      “I never said I was impressed,” Harlowe said, mouth spreading wider, teeth flashing.

      “That’s exactly the fucking word you used.”

      “There you are, you little delinquent!” She swished a finger through the air and pretended to boop his nose. He fantasized about snatching her finger and snapping it in half; the glorious surprise on her pinched face. “Anyway, do go on.”

      “Not sure I will now.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that!”

      The bitch had a hundred pivots. At every comeback. “I’ll admit I did it to get your attention.”

      Harlowe’s cool smile dissolved. “You released my private financial dealings to the public to get my attention?”

      Nicolas grinned sheepishly, lifting one shoulder. “It worked.”

      “You know, Nicolas,” she said slowly, swapping her folded limbs like a stalking cat, “most men possess just enough intelligence to appreciate the wisdom in avoiding my attention.”

      “I’m partial to my heart, dark as it is,” Nicolas answered smoothly. “But how do you get someone to play with you when they don’t have to?” He cocked his head. “You take them down a peg and give them a reason to.”

      “Play?” Her lips pursed. Her gaze traveled downward, and a sly grin appeared. “If that’s all you wanted, a little sexting goes a long way with a lady, so long as you appreciate the value of foreplay.”

      He waited for her to catch up to the part where he’d talked about taking her down a peg and tried not to entertain the image of Harlowe LaViolette typing lewd taunts into her slim phone.

      “Fine.” She dusted her hands down her stained jeans with a repulsed sneer. “Want to take me down a peg, do you? And you think you’re uniquely qualified toward a task no one else has ever managed successfully?”

      “Got me.”

      “What did you know about my sister’s kidnapping?”

      Nicolas closed his mouth. Her rapid shift caught him by surprise. Enough that she’d already observed him trying to lie by the time he thought of one. Which was no doubt precisely her intention. “Nothing, until I spoke with Charlotte.”

      Harlowe’s rouged mouth parted in mock wonder. “Her kidnappers allowed you to converse with her?”

      “It was a short conversation.”

      “And?”

      “She mentioned Harper’s name in passing. Wasn’t paying attention, to tell you the truth. I was more concerned with figuring out where your family had taken Charlotte.”

      “Did you?”

      Nicolas shrugged with a slow shake of his head. “I want her home safely. That’s clearly not happening until things are actually fucking safe. Hence, why I wanted to meet.”

      “How... intriguing?” She pondered her own words with an upturn of her eyes. “No, not yet it isn’t. I’ll let you know when it is.”

      He considered stopping it there. Calling it good. Even “knocked down a peg” Harlowe was still in full form. Hell, she’d probably already guessed where he was going and was toying with him, like a cat with a mouse that didn’t know yet it was dying.

      But Colleen was alone and suffering. Lauren was terrified. Charlotte was God-knew-where. And this was all he had. “I believe you’ve been going about this all wrong. This whole... ah, revenge thing.”

      Harlowe’s eyes blinked wide. “Revenge thing?”

      It was the wrong thing to say, but that had been the intent. “Plot. Annoyance. Petty squabble. Whatever you want to call it.” Now, he felt her anger; the small cracks in her guise. The lines around her mouth, which she’d avoided enhancing through deliberate expressions, dug deep. “Your commitment to it is impressive. Commendable. Can’t say I know anyone else with the power to hold a fucking grudge across centuries and still never let it go. Wonder if there’s a chance the Guinness Book of World Records has something for that?”

      Veins popped in her neck, cording hard. “Ah. Perhaps you’re more like your father than you realize.”

      “All you wanted was us, right? Me?” Nicolas leaned back and popped the top button of his polo. “Well, here I am. I regret to inform you there’s no offer on the table that hurts anyone I love. So total annihilation? Nixed. More fucking blood-thirsty chess games? Done. Why sully a prize you’re still trying to win?”

      Her cheeks glowed hot. “I’m not following your nonsensical ramblings.”

      “Why conquer what is offered freely?” Nicolas spread his legs, slumped, and smirked. He knew it would work on her. It worked on everyone. She tried to hide it, but it was working on her, too. “You asked me about Lauren. I thought I loved her, once. She checks a lot of boxes, at least for an average man. She’s pretty. Fertile. Unfussy. Our child will be beautiful, as all heirs should be. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Harlowe said nothing.

      “But Lauren Weatherly is not my equal. Could never be my equal.” Nicolas flicked his tongue along his lips, catching her notice. “The Deschanel Trust has been harping on me for years to take a wife. My answer has always been somewhere along the lines of ‘fuck that,’ or ‘double fuck that,’ but I’m older now, and I see the wisdom in it. Lauren? She’s served her purpose. I could have anyone I wanted. Anyone. What I need now has to come from someone worthy.”

      Harlow scissored her jaw, watching him closely. “Charlotte is too closely related for you.”

      “Not Charlotte.”

      “Anessa? Christ, the girl is afraid of her own shadow. You’d never have peace.”

      “Not Anessa.”

      “Surely not Adrien, or—”

      Nicolas trapped his bottom lip between his teeth. His thoughts shifted down a carnal path, the one he’d unwittingly traveled his whole life, taking scores of beautiful women with him. Was he really going to do this, with her, though? And would it result in anything but remorse and a return to where he started? “It’s not your children I want to fuck, Harlowe.”

      Harlowe was quick this time. “Fuck or marry, Nicolas? Because I already have a husband.”

      “You’ve never had trouble getting rid of one of those.”

      Her grin was slow, matching the unfolding of her legs... the light spread. “Why would I want a reckless playboy with mommy issues?”

      “You’d have some fun ridding me of them, anyway.”

      Harlow slowly began to rise. She towered over him as she slinked closer. “You want an equal? I’m not your equal, Nicolas. I’m your queen, and I’d accept nothing less than a king.”

      Her husband was a mealy-mouthed “yes man” and they both knew it. “More than a few women have called me that.”

      Harlowe bent low over him, wrapping her hands around the arms of the chair. She swept her breath along his jaw and then drove a knee, gently, into his crotch. He couldn’t deny he was hard. That she was beautiful. Even that he wanted her, at least at the basest, most primal level.

      But...

      Harlowe climbed onto his lap, one leg at a time. She twined a hand under his waistband with a snap, not waiting for him to affirm or deny. It was warm on his cock as she stroked. The sensation drove his eyes back in his head.

      “You made me an offer. Aren’t you going to show me the wares?”

      Nicolas couldn’t breathe, let alone swallow. He could only watch as she adroitly freed herself of her worker’s jeans without leaving the chair. His eyes followed her hand, tugging her underwear aside, and still he froze, still he just sat there, as though waiting for the universe to intervene instead, or at least reveal whether whatever he gained in the broke-down room would be worth losing the respect of a woman he might never be free to love but would always want in his life.

      At some point, while he was lost to his internal lamentations, she’d unbuckled his trousers and freed him.

      Harlowe moaned and brushed her pussy against his swollen head, bucking her hips in a teasing circle. She was already soaked. His mouth watered with desire. Just a thrust upward was all it would take, making her putty in his hands.

      The cost would only be his soul.

      Harlowe gripped the base of his cock. “The rumors were deliciously true.”

      Nicolas braced on the chair, engaged in an internal battle so intense he could only gasp. She pushed down and he froze altogether. His breathing arrested. His mind cleared.

      No. I don’t want this. I don’t fucking care what the cost is of saying no.

      He pulled back in the chair, to straighten, drawing a frustrated look from Harlowe. Her mouth parted, readying a censure, when a loud beeping pulled them both out of their daze.

      Harlowe shook her head. Blinked. Stared down in horror, as though she hadn’t been the one to crawl into his lap and try to swallow his cock inside of her.

      “Excuse me,” she muttered and shimmied over to her handbag. She fumbled with the phone in visible fluster before saying, “Harper?” She covered her other ear with her fingers and turned toward Nicolas with a perturbed look. “I’m on my way home. No. It wasn’t... I’ll tell you when I get there. Stay in bed, chicken. Don’t be ridiculous. See you soon.” Harlowe kissed the phone and dropped it into her bag. “Lovely as that was, Nicolas, I’m required elsewhere. To be continued?”

      Nicolas straightened up and rushed through buckling his pants. “Yes. Right. When?”

      But the spell of earlier was already broken. She’d had enough time to consider her actions with a fresh head and admonish her weakness. “I’ll let you know.”

      And then she was gone, like a hurricane, leaving him as whole as a hollowed trunk.
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      Charlotte kept to herself.

      It wasn’t a deliberate choice, but an inability to move. To act. Her mind had been buzzing and whirring ever since she’d pushed Lawrence away, and the solitude wasn’t the gift she’d imagined it to be.

      She’d hardly eaten. It was the idea of stepping into the hall and leaving the sanctity of her room; of pretending to be interested in whatever banal frivolities passed the lips of a family who was far too comfortable in the middle of what was supposed to be a hostile takeover.

      But she ignored the trays left outside her door, too.

      She wondered what Lawrence was doing. What he must be thinking about her. Better he wonder than know everything she said was true.

      Losing him now, after everything they’d fought for, was unfathomable, but would he be there when she figured herself out? Even more to the point, should he?

      I wouldn’t wait for me.

      She’d had nothing but nightmares. All of them about him. Drowning. Burning. Broken and discarded. Blood dripping from the gaping wound in his chest, carved by her subtle blade.

      There was no consolation to be found in telling herself she’d never do that to him.

      Everything was uncertain. Nothing guaranteed.

      The most important lesson she’d learned had been the most dangerously ephemeral.

      She missed her parents.

      Her volunteer work.

      Her old life.

      At times, she even pined for her days at the compound. At least there she’d known who was friend and who was foe.

      All of it felt so far beyond her reach as to never be found again.

      Maybe it was better that way.

      

      “Charlotte?”

      Charlotte rolled her face along the pillow. She heard Hestia’s voice clear as day, but it seemed to belong more to the dream world, where she’d just finished saying more terrible, unforgivable things to Lawrence.

      “You awake?”

      “I am now,” Charlotte muttered. She shot up in bed and pulled her hair back off her face. “I guess you have a key.”

      “It opens all the rooms, not just yours,” Hestia explained with a guilty smile. “I was worried about you. We all are.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You sure?”

      “Hestia, if I thought you wanted to have a serious conversation about what we’re doing—”

      “As it happens, I do.” Hestia flounced in and dropped onto the edge of the bed. In her hand was a piece of paper. “You familiar with the de Blancheforts?”

      Charlotte squinted to clear her grogginess. “Yeah, I guess so. Distant cousins of ours.”

      “Mhm. They have quite a few properties in the Caribbean. They spent years in what’s now Haiti after emigrating from France in the 17th century, I believe? They were actually there during—”

      “The Revolution. Yeah. So why are we talking about them?”

      “I’ve been in touch with their lawyers and there are two properties in particular that are only used in the winter months, and sometimes not for years on end. One is on a private island, a few miles offshore of West Bay, Cayman Islands. There are actually two smaller islands connected to the main one by land bridges, with guest cabanas. You and Lawrence could take one, for some privacy. They call the place the compound, just like we do.” Hestia grinned at what she must have thought was a fun jest.

      “All right,” Charlotte said testily. “And? You wanna go there?”

      Hestia thrust the paper her way. “I want to make it our home base, for now.” She nodded down. “Look at it. It’s quite nice.”

      “Hestia, I don’t care how nice it is. We shouldn’t be running when we have family back in New Orleans who are fighting this battle alone.”

      “I know,” Hestia said calmly, sweeping the air with her palms. “I know, Charlotte. I know you’re upset. I’m upset too.”

      “I very much doubt we’re upset about the same thing,” Charlotte retorted.

      “Despite what you think, I’m not just okay with Nicolas weathering the storm for all of us. But the first thing we need to do is get off this ship and onto steady land. Then we make real plans.” Hestia folded her hands in her lap. Sighed. “I promise you we won’t abandon our loved ones at home. You’re not the only one who left people you care about behind.”

      “Does it bother you before, during, or after your caviar lunches and midday juleps?”

      “That’s not fair. If we hadn’t gotten you out that night, you might not even be alive. Harlowe turned on you so fast we hardly had time to pivot, let alone conjure up a brand-new plan.”

      “Not as fast as you think,” Charlotte said. “From the day I arrived, she watched me like she already knew I was a disappointment. I’m only surprised it took her a few months to confirm it.”

      “Well...” Hestia bowed her head. Her hands fiddled in her lap. “We’ll be at the compound in time for evening meal. Until then... perhaps lunch isn’t the worst idea? A hunger strike hurts no one except you.”

      “I’m not on a damned hunger strike,” Charlotte muttered. “I’ve just lost my fucking appetite. For everything.”

      “Fair enough,” Hestia said pleasantly and jumped to her feet. “If nothing else, get some air. There’s a private deck at the east end of the hall. Don’t think most even know it’s there.”

      Charlotte nodded and waited for her cousin to leave before slipping out. She physically couldn’t muster anything but disdain for anyone on the ship, save perhaps Julian, but she did need air. She’d never needed it more badly.

      She walked quietly down the hall toward the thick metal door with a wheel on the outside. A tiny, opaque window revealed the daytime sky, and she hastened her stride, eager to swallow something other than misery.

      Charlotte torqued the wheel and heaved the door open, but before she could take a single step forward, she was already staggering back.

      Anessa was stretched onto her tiptoes, her palm on Lawrence’s flushed cheek. Both of his hands were clamped firmly over her shoulders.

      Lawrence was the first to notice Charlotte. He released Anessa and backed straight into the sea-stained railing. Anessa flicked her gaze between them both, flashing a sheepish smile that could have meant anything or nothing.

      Charlotte swung her attention to Lawrence, waiting for him to say something, but he only stood, useless, speechless, eyes dilated with dread.

      “Excuse me for interrupting what was clearly a private moment,” Charlotte choked out and fled, bolting back to her room and slamming the lock before either of them could follow. She leaned into the door, gasping for breath, fighting tears.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Ah!” She jumped and staggered away from the door. “Julian, where did you come from?”

      “Your door was open, finally, and I... what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Charlotte swatted her eyes with her arms. “Everything. Everything is wrong, Jules. All of it! We shouldn’t be here. Me, I shouldn’t be here. And I need to find a way off this stupid ship before more people get hurt.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said gently. He approached, both hands behind his back. “I agree, we shouldn’t be here. And I’m ready to follow wherever you want to go.”

      “I appreciate that, but no matter what they say, we’re prisoners here until they decide otherwise.” She made for the table and gulped a sip from her near-empty water bottle. There was an explanation for what she saw on the balcony. There had to be. Lawrence wouldn’t... Anessa might, but Lawrence would never.

      She tried to tell you they were in love before. You didn’t want to hear it.

      “Not if we don’t want to be,” Julian said. She heard him drawing closer, but her mind was torn between so many thoughts she didn’t even feel present in her own room.

      “Unless you know how to sprout wings...”

      “Charlotte. Look.” He held out a hand. In it was the satellite phone.

      Charlotte swung her gaze to meet his. She gasped. “Did you steal this?”

      Julian shrugged. Grinned. “Wasn’t so hard. Everyone thinks I’m an idiot.”

      “Oh, Jules...”

      “It’s fine, Charlotte. Really. It makes it easier to get away with things, like stealing satellite phones.” He set it on the table next to her. “Who will you call?”

      Charlotte sank into the chair with a blank stare. It couldn’t be a coincidence Julian had brought her exactly what she required. It wasn’t an accident that he’d shown up right when she needed him. The idea was insane—literally no one on board would agree if she told them—but if she pulled it off, it wouldn’t matter. Because if there was a way to end this, and she didn’t at least try...

      “Thank you, Jules. I mean it. This is exactly what I needed, right when I needed it.” She wiped more tears away. “If you don’t mind, I just need some time to think?”

      Julian leaned in and kissed the top of her head. “Of course. You know where to find me. Just don’t... shut me out this time. That’s all I ask.”

      “I won’t,” she said and meant it. “I promise.”
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      It was midday before Lauren woke again. Nicolas had popped in before he left to meet Harlowe, to check on her. He made no promises, and she asked for none. All it would have taken was a look; a word.

      She told herself her restraint was for his sake—her dismissal of his deliciously enticing friends with benefits offer—but that was only half of the truth. It was safer than admitting she wanted it. His attention. His touch. His seduction. A life, such as he was offering it, together.

      And she did. Want it. All of it.

      Lauren held fast to old resistances, habits that felt impossible to break, but now she’d begun to wonder, was it him she was protecting from her, as she’d hinted to him on the balcony? The potential for her to break his heart when her indecision reared stronger than her acceptance?

      It had always been easier to believe his metamorphosis was temporary.

      Her care for Ashley was part of her reluctance, too, but in her heart, she’d already formulated the sequence of words and gestures for the gentlest parting she could manage. She didn’t want to hurt him, but there was no kindness or mercy in staying with someone out of pity. There was love there, maybe always would be, but she couldn’t even reach it through the fog of fear.

      And now, after her earlier research, there was yet another possibility to be afraid of. She couldn’t be certain without external verification, but the more she looked at the leaked documents regarding Harlowe’s financial mishaps, the more they seemed too convenient. Planted. As though she’d wanted Nicolas to find them, to release them. To believe she was far more vulnerable than she really was, so he would let his guard down.

      Lauren would talk to Nicolas about it as soon as he was back. He’d tell her if she was crazy—though she really didn’t think so—or onto something.

      She reached blindly for her phone, wondering if he’d tried to reach out while she was sleeping. What she saw ripped the last of the sleep from her cloudy mind.

      There was a text from Nicolas. I’m on my way home.

      But her relief never formed because there were also twenty missed calls.

      Fifteen from Ashley.

      Five from Cameron.

      Her heart pounded through the possibilities. She flung her blanket away, suddenly doused in sweat. She swiped her forearm along her forehead, breathing hard. Had something happened to Colleen? To Ainsley or Willow? Ashley checked in with her often, that wasn’t odd, but the barrage of calls was. Cam’s inclusion in her missed contacts was even more worrying. He’d finally respected her demand for distance, so what had to have happened for him to walk his promise back?

      A knock sounded on the outer door. “Yes?”

      “Miss Weatherly?”

      “Just Lauren, Richard.” Lauren grimaced as she swung her legs out. Her ankles were so swollen she couldn’t even make them out. “Come in.”

      Richard stepped in but kept his gaze pointed away, as if he expected her to be indecent. She hadn’t looked in a mirror in days, so she could only assume she bore a strong resemblance to a bog troll. “Nicolas has asked I inform him of any visitors you may have for vetting purposes, but he’s not here, and I cannot reach him.”

      She nearly laughed. Of course Nicolas was screening company. “Are you saying I have a visitor?”

      “Actually... two. Mr. Ashley Deschanel and Mr. Cameron Sullivan.”

      Lauren pitched forward. “You’re kidding? Both of them are here? Now?”

      “On the front porch, where they’ll remain unless you invite them in.” Richard sounded almost indignant, like he knew she wouldn’t want them inside.

      Lauren’s mind spun with possibilities, none of them great. “Did they arrive together?”

      “Shall I ask?”

      “No,” Lauren said quickly. She tried to fit her feet into her slippers, but the plush slides were too tight. She kicked them away and stood barefoot. “Thank you, Richard. I’ll, um, go see what they want.”

      “Should you be traveling up and down stairs right now?”

      “Not frequently,” she said, sighing. What the hell was even going on? “You were right not to invite them in. It will be easier to control things this way.”

      “I can send them away.”

      Lauren looked down at her phone and the cascade of missed calls. “I... I’m not sure that will work at this point.”

      “Very well. I’ll be right behind you, Miss... Lauren.”

      “That’s kind of you but not necessary.”

      “Nonetheless.” He tucked his chin.

      Lauren smiled and nodded. Nicolas had once told her Richard had been both surrogate father and grandfather to him his entire life and was as protective as he was loyal. “Thank you.”

      It took her so long to descend the stairs—one at a time, slowly—she prayed one or both men had lost interest and left.

      She glanced back at Richard, who nodded and stepped to the side of the door.

      “I’ll be right here,” he whispered.

      “Thank you,” she said back and opened the door.

      Ashley, who had been leaning against it, stumbled forward.

      Cameron turned from the top stair, hands laced over his head, and exhaled loudly. “Lauren! There you are. I’ve been—”

      Lauren held up her phone with a stiff look. “I know, Cameron. And I’ve been resting, which is what all my doctors have advised, including the family ones.”

      “I told him the same thing. He said it couldn’t wait,” Ashley said. He moved to her side and rested a hand on her lower back. She didn’t mean to cringe, but he definitely noted it, balking slightly. “How are you feeling?”

      “Tired,” Lauren said. “And a bit unclear why me not answering my phone constitutes an emergency big enough for both of you to drive all the way to Vacherie instead of waiting for me to respond.”

      Cameron hazarded a cool glare at Ashley before speaking. “I’d prefer to speak in private.”

      “And I’d prefer you hadn’t disrespected Lauren’s wishes about wanting to hear from or see you,” Ashley retorted. His hand twitched against her lower back.

      “Like it or not, Ashley, we’re family, and I have family business to discuss with her.”

      “Were family, Cam, because your divorce is final now, remember?”

      “Thanks for spoiling the news, but yes.” Cam threw his hands out. “It’s final. I’m free.”

      “Congratulations,” Lauren said wryly. She stretched to clear the screaming ache in her back. “And the girls?”

      “Split custody.” Cameron shook his head. “I wanted full, but the judge wasn’t having it. I guess a shitty mother is better than no mother.”

      Lauren backed into the house, away from them both. Her breath feathered as she inhaled. “Is that all?”

      Cameron frowned and ascended the top step. “I thought you might want to celebrate.”

      Lauren gaped at him, speechless.

      Ashley stepped forward in slow motion, chest puffed. “Why would Lauren want to celebrate with you? Why, after she’s set numerous boundaries with you, do you still think you have a right to her time and space?” As Ashley moved closer to Cameron, Cameron practically tripped backing down the stairs. “Call up your buddies, Cam. I’m sure you have plenty. But leave Lauren alone.”

      Cameron leaned past Ashley, catching Lauren’s flustered gaze. “Can we not speak in private, Elle? Just us?” He grinned. “I promise I’m not a vampire trying to trick you into inviting me in.”

      “Elle?” Ashley repeated with a disgusted scoff. “Really?”

      “Talk about what, Cam? He’s right.” Lauren closed her eyes and searched for the right thing to say, but there were no right or wrong words for someone who had selectively chosen not to hear them. “I’m glad it’s over for you. Ainsley and Willow deserve better.”

      “Elle—”

      “But if you want me to raise a glass with you and toast to old times, then you’re even less self-aware than I imagined you to be. And you just wasted all that time driving out here because there’s nothing else for me to say, or that I care to hear. Move on. Be happy. Be... whatever you want to be. This is your chance to let go of the past. Why chase it when you have your whole life ahead of you?”

      “I just want to speak to you alone,” he pleaded. “Five minutes, that’s all—”

      Lauren should have seen it coming. She’d certainly noted Ashley’s escalating agitation, but it was a storm she feared, not the absolutely deafening punch he threw, knocking Cameron clear off the porch and into the gravel.

      “Jesus, Ashley!” she cried and started forward, but a violent wave of dizziness sent her reeling into a nearby rocker. Both men rushed forward. She swatted the air and screamed, drawing Richard out of the house with a chorus of heavy thuds.

      “Your visit has ended,” he said tersely and kneeled close to her. “Both of you,” he snapped when neither moved.

      “I have a right to be here.” Ashley ground his fist into his palm with a pained wince. His chest heaved. “He does not.”

      “Please, both of you...” Lauren buried her face in her hands, breathing through a small opening in her mouth. Richard stayed rooted in place at her side. “Just go.”

      Ashley barreled past Richard and dropped to his knees in front of her. “You have me so worried, Lauren. You don’t answer your calls, texts.”

      “That’s not true,” she tried to defend, but the attempt made her even queasier.

      “Back away,” Richard warned.

      “Lauren, listen to me. Come back to The Gardens.”

      “Ashley, I’m not coming back. I feel safe here. I feel relaxed—”

      “Come back and marry me. Marry me, Lauren.”

      “Marry you? What?” She peered up at him. “No.”

      “No?” Ashley stared at her. “That’s where this is heading, isn’t it? A life together?”

      “I don’t know where it’s heading. I don’t—”

      “Come home with me.”

      “Hey now, let’s avoid a scene,” Richard said, but Ashley cut him off.

      “Come home with me, Lauren.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” She shook her head and the world began to spin dangerously. “Please go.”

      “I’m not leaving without you.”

      “You are because I’m not going!”

      “Come on, let’s get you—”

      “Don’t touch me!” Lauren cried. A sob choked in her throat and then released, sending her whole body into a fit of shakes. “I don’t want this anymore. I don’t want this anymore. I don’t want... this anymore.”

      “You don’t...” Ashley’s jaw tightened. A whirl of dust skipped across the gravel as Cameron crawled away. “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do,” Lauren sobbed. “It’s not how I wanted to tell you.”

      Richard grabbed him by the shoulders, but Ashley shook him off and Richard went sprawling. Lauren shot up to defend him, but the sudden movement sent her falling, too. She planted her hands just in time to catch herself.

      “The fuck off my property, now, all of you!” Nicolas stormed up the steps. He shot one arm out and caught Ashley by the neck. “Cousin or no, you come near her again, no one will find your fucking body because there’ll be nothing fucking left of it.” He released him with enough force to throw Ashley into a column. “And Cameron Sullivan, if I turn around and you’re still there, they’ll be cleaning you up off River Road for the next week.”

      Lauren watched the bizarre altercation from the safety of Richard’s strong arms. She inhaled a shuddery breath, choking on the release.

      “Nicolas, you don’t know what—”

      “No, no, no,” Nicolas said, marching back down the stairs. “I don’t give a fuck what you’re about to say. Not a single one, Cam. Lauren asked you to leave. When a woman says no, that’s the end of the goddamned sentence. I thought you understood that when I tossed you out of my town car for meddling in her life?” Nicolas raised a hand to his side. “The only reason I can come up with why you’re still fucking standing there is that you want someone to hurt you. Is that what you want? Because, let me tell you, it’s been a day, and even the idea of knocking you out is making me a little hard.”

      “You.” Ashley ground a fist into his jaw. “I knew it was a bad idea for her to stay here. You turned her against me. What did you say to her?”

      “Didn’t know I could, or I might’ve done it sooner.” Nicolas shrugged and closed in on Ashley. “The only reason you’re not already bleeding is because I owe your mother a bit of peace, all things considered. Richard, call security?”

      “On it.”

      “No. I’ll go.” Ashley shook his fist out. “But this isn’t done. Lauren and I have things to talk about, things that are none of your business.” He looked past Nicolas. “I’ll call you, Lauren. We can talk by phone until you’re ready to talk in person again. I’ll keep my distance, for now. For you.”

      “Take her inside, Richard.”

      “Lauren!”

      Lauren gripped the doorframe and leaned on Richard as he rushed her back into the house. He helped her to a chair and disappeared, returning with a glass of water.

      She swallowed a shaky sip and handed it back right as Nicolas came inside and slammed the door. He was shaking, his cheeks blooming with red rage.

      Lauren stared in stunned disbelief. A dull ache throbbed between her legs, another unexpected guest of the outlandish day.

      Richard sucked in a breath, nodded, and left.

      Nicolas tapped the door and started toward her. When he kneeled, she started to tell him she was fine, but his arms came around and under her. She gazed up, unsure what to say, what to do, but he was possessed of no such confusion. She’d never seen Nicolas so intent.

      “Let’s get you back to bed,” he growled and hoisted her higher in his arms before starting up the stairs.

      

      Lauren watched Nicolas from under the covers. He was perched at the edge of the bed, bowed over in thought.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      Nicolas snickered. “You’re asking me that? After the ambush those jackasses sprang on you?”

      “I don’t want to come between you and your cousin.”

      “We were never close,” Nicolas said. He tilted his head toward her. “After today, he’s making damn sure it stays that way.”

      Lauren turned up to look at the satin design on the bed’s tester. “How much did you hear?”

      “Enough to know he wasn’t respecting you.”

      “I ended it.” Lauren swallowed down a lump of emotion. “Not the way I wanted to do it, but it’s done.”

      “Yeah?” Nicolas wiped his arm across his face. “You okay with it?”

      Lauren nodded slowly. “It... needed to happen. I just hope...” She shook her head. It didn’t matter what she hoped. Ashley’s response was out of her control, like every other trouble consuming him. “How did it go—”

      “Later.” Nicolas tried to smile. “I promise we’ll talk about it later. I just want to sit here, with you, and pretend our lives are normal for a little bit.”

      “But you didn’t...”

      He shook his head.

      She exhaled her relief. “I have something to tell you, too, but I guess it can wait a little longer.” Lauren shifted under the covers, making room. “And if we were normal, Nicolas, you would be here, with me.”

      Nicolas flicked his tongue along the back of his teeth. “That an invitation, Lauren, because today isn’t the day to put my better judgment to the test.”

      She should’ve left it there but couldn’t. “When you said no strings...” She squeezed her legs closed to control the sudden throb. “Is that... can that really work?”

      Nicolas’s brows furrowed. A spark danced in his eyes. “Still in need of some very specific relief?”

      Lauren rolled her eyes and sighed. “God, this is so embarrassing.” Her eyes flashed wide. “But only if it won’t cause trouble with us. I like how things are.”

      Nicolas planted his hands on the bed and leaned in. “I need to hear you say it. I need to know it’s what you want. Last time, you were upset. You’re upset now. When your head clears...”

      Lauren pulled a hand from underneath the sheets and stretched it toward him on the blanket. “I made up my mind before they came over. My head doesn’t need clearing. Not about this.”

      Nicolas’s throat ebbed. His mouth pursed tight. “If we’re going to come to an arrangement—”

      “You’re making it clinical!”

      He laughed. “I’m not trying to. I swear. But I also like how things are between us. We’re communicating, finally. Talking. I don’t know, enjoying each other.” He shrugged. “I don’t want to lose that.”

      Lauren got quiet. “I don’t either.” She cleared her throat. “We don’t have to do this.”

      “That’s not what I said,” he stated firmly. He reached for her outstretched hand and clasped it in both of his. “Let’s just promise if things get weird, or... whatever, that we talk about it.” His tongue lashed his lips. “I’m not the best at that sort of thing, I realize that even as I’m asking for it, but I’ll happily step way the fuck out of my comfort zone for you, Lauren. Anytime.”

      “I’m the reason it was weird last time,” she said, pulling up on the pillow. “Things are different now. I’m different.”

      “You are.” He smiled and nodded. “So we’re agreed?”

      “We’re agreed.”

      “Awesome.” He jumped up. “I’ll go get the condoms.”

      “No, wait...” She waited for him to turn back. His sexy, eager grin had her nearly moaning. “When was the last time you were with someone else?”

      “Ah...” He strained and looked up. Squinted. “Shit, I guess it’s been way too fucking long. I think... you know, Lauren, it was with you.”

      “Then we don’t need protection,” Lauren said. Her mouth watered. She was eternally grateful he couldn’t see the salacious war waging within her. He’d feel it soon enough. “I like it better that way. I’m sure you do, too, and I’m already pregnant, so...”

      “You want me to come in my pants, Lauren? That’s how you make a man come in his pants.”

      Lauren buried her face in her hands and giggled. “No, Nicolas, I want you to come in me.”

      “Say no more, baby girl.” He wrapped his hand around the bed pole. “I have an idea. Stay put.”

      “Where would I go?” She wagged both hands at her ginormous belly.

      Nicolas smirked, winked, and dashed off.

      

      The bath was deliciously, perfectly warm. Not too hot, not too cold.

      Of course Lauren would have hardly noticed either violation, with her legs dangling over Nicolas’s shoulders while he devoured her.

      “You were ready for me,” he moaned into her core, lathing his tongue from ass to clit. He flicked her swollen bundle and she dug her heels into his back. “So fucking ready.”

      Her toes curled in ecstasy. She lifted up out of the water, but his hands, hooked around her hips, gently lowered her back into place. She couldn’t see his face over her belly, which helped the last of her resistance slip away. “Don’t stop. Please, please, please don’t stop.”

      Nicolas increased his mouth’s pressure. His tongue danced faster, then slowed. She cried out, begging with her body, and he quickened his pace again, only to slow when he sensed her drawing near. His fingers stretched to the back of her thighs, parting her cheeks. Bath water rushed over her taint, her exposed asshole. She’d never been with a man that way, but suddenly she wanted it with him, wanted him to flip her over and drive into her from behind, claim what she had offered no man before him.

      Lauren wove her hands into his wet hair, tugging at the roots as she came up out of the bath again. His eyes peered up from below, brimming in chastisement. Like he wanted her to give him a reason to punish her. Yet another thing she’d never desired from anyone else but was practically salivating at the thought of sharing it with him.

      Punish me. Consume me. I belong to you now.

      She mouthed the words safely into the musty air of his spacious bathroom, so grateful he couldn’t see, secretly wishing he had. Destroy me. Drag me into the abyss.

      No, a voice inside her cried. He’ll hurt you. He already has the power to break your heart because you gave it to him.

      Lauren pressed his face into her soaking core. He took hold of her clit in his teeth and tugged, scraping, driving her wilder and wilder.

      “I want you to scream when you come on my face. No one can hear you.” Nicolas licked his lips, found her gaze, and held it. “I want to hear you scream, baby girl. Can you scream for me?”

      Lauren bit down on her lip and nodded furiously. Her hips bucked on their own, and he dug his fingers into her thighs to slow her.

      “Say it. Say, ‘I’ll scream for you, Nicolas.’”

      Lauren threw her head back with a feral groan. “I’ll scream... I’ll scream for you, Nicolas.”

      “Mm.” He grinned and returned to pleasuring her. But this time, he locked her thighs to his face and held her there.

      She whimpered through gritted teeth, squirming for even a moment to breathe, to readjust, but he didn’t relent. His tongue drove her wilder and wilder, higher and higher, until she had to brace on the tub to keep from passing out. Right when she thought she would have no choice but to surrender, her vision exploded with stars and she crested, trembling uncontrollably in his firm hold. A scream turned to a breathless gasp and then rolled forward, filling the room with a sound so free and uninhibited she didn’t recognize it. She screamed and screamed, crying his name, his tongue still, quite unbelievably, taking her even higher, higher than she’d ever been before, and when she crashed a second time, he released her and climbed up to catch her before she slipped into the water.

      Soaked and panting, Lauren reached for his face. Her wet hand slipped away, and she tried again. Her vision blinked with her pulse. “I want you inside of me. Now.”

      Nicolas dragged his lip through his teeth and growled. He swam back, beckoning her over, and she realized he wanted her on top. She’d been so sexed up and out of control she hadn’t considered the logistics. But “Come here, gorgeous,” was all he needed to say to break her trance.

      Lauren shifted forward and crawled over to him, straddling him. He slipped lower in the water to give her room, but she couldn’t wait another moment for him and had his cock wrapped in her fist before he’d finished settling. She pressed his crown against her pussy and clenched at the visceral, animalistic need that rolled up inside of her.

      “Fuck me,” he commanded, lifting forward to kiss her. He thrust upward, breaking through, and she threw her head back, crying out. He did it again, inching deeper.

      When she met his eyes again, she saw a flicker of hesitation; he was afraid of hurting her. How could she tell him she wanted him to hurt her? To turn her inside out, make her forget her name, her purpose.

      Lauren lowered herself onto him until he was buried to the hilt. She’d never been so perfectly filled. His eyes rolled up, his mouth straining. She leaned in to kiss him, and he had to rise up to overcome her belly. Her lips claimed his in soft demand—a real kiss, nothing like the others. Nicolas shuddered beneath her as she lifted and lowered again, taking him in, teasing him. He wrapped his hands through her hair, tightening them like he was afraid she’d disappear altogether.

      Nicolas pulled back and laid his forehead against hers. His hands were still wound in her hair. He kissed her again and then gave her face a gentle tug, forcing her to look at him. “When you asked me why you... you said something that wasn’t true.”

      “Oh?” Lauren didn’t lose his gaze as she glided over him, drawing him all the way in, all the way out.

      “You said...” He swallowed, momentarily lost to the pleasure. “You said you weren’t as beautiful as the women I’d been with.”

      Lauren slipped her tongue in his mouth to silence him. She didn’t want to talk about the other women he’d been with. They didn’t exist. There, in the water, in the cradle of their perfect, fluid precision, nothing else existed.

      “Lauren,” he panted, drawing back. “I can’t let that lie stand uncorrected.”

      “Nic—”

      “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever been with.”

      Lauren bowed her head. Where had the tears come from? Her emotions surged in a violent rush of hormones and confusion and desire, and the only response she could give was to go faster, to let the thickness of his magnificent cock become the only thought in her mind.

      Nicolas released her hair, sliding his hands down to her neck and over her shoulders. “That’s a good girl, Lauren. You’re doing so good.”

      Lauren clenched in a short but incredible mini-orgasm. She didn’t know where it had come from, but she knew why. That’s a good girl.

      And now she had a praise kink.

      “I’m gonna need you to come again.”

      “I can’t,” she moaned.

      His eyes narrowed with desire. “My cock is jealous of the way you came all over my face. It’s only fair.” He slid one hand down her back, across her thigh, and between her legs. His forefinger and thumb found her clit. Her body was seized by invisible lightning. “That’s my girl. You can come again.”

      “I can,” she whimpered, every muscle in her body primed for release. “Oh, God, it’s happening already, fuck.” Lauren screamed, for him, every bit the good girl he said she was. “Fill me. Drown me. I want it all.”

      “I’d do anything for you when you talk like that,” Nicolas grunted and took control, gripping her hips, bouncing her over him. His mouth parted, teeth bared, eyes locked on hers. Then with one forceful upward thrust, he erupted, drowning her, filling her. He screamed, clenching, gasping until there was nothing left but a rogue shudder.

      Lauren collapsed into the bath. She rolled her head to the side of the tub, eyes threatening to close.

      “Did that...” Nicolas massaged his throat. “Scratch the itch?”

      “And then some,” she whispered, spent. “Was it weird?”

      “Not fucking remotely, Lauren.”

      “Again?”

      “Now?”

      “Now.” Her voice croaked. “Later. Later still. Tomorrow. The next day.”

      “You’re going to ruin me for other women,” he said, moving toward her. “Not a complaint.”

      “Maybe that’s the goal,” she said, blinking to stay awake, to receive what she’d asked for more of. She summoned her strength and turned, protecting her belly as she climbed up onto her knees, back to him. “Harder this time. If I think you’re gonna break me, I’ll tell you.”

      Nicolas swallowed her from behind, sliding in without a pause. “Months from now, when you’re no longer pregnant, and you’re all healed and better and ready for my cock again, all you have to do is ask, and I will break you, Lauren. Break you and put you back together, piece by fucking piece, because only I will know how the parts fit together.”

      Would she still want it months from now? Should she?

      The first answer was yes.

      The second was less clear.

      But her time with Nicolas had taught her one very hard but important lesson.

      She had to live for the moment because moments were all they had.

      “Your turn to fuck me, Nicolas,” she purred and braced for ecstasy.

      

      Lauren was roused by one of her favorite scents: coffee with chicory. Decaf. She rolled over to see a fresh steaming mug on her nightstand.

      When she stretched, sore in places she hadn’t been sore in far too long, the afternoon’s enchantments returned to her all at once. Three times, had it been? Four if she counted his return to her bed an hour later. Five if she considered how he’d woken her up, right at dusk, with his face between her legs.

      A slow smile passed over her face. Atticus began kicking up a storm, so she gently caressed her belly, whispering that everything was all right. More than all right.

      It was... good.

      There was so much to be afraid of, afraid for, but somewhere in the madness, she’d found her pocket of calm. If she could go back in time and tell her past self the source of that calm was Nicolas Deschanel, she’d have never in a million years believed it.

      Piece by fucking piece indeed.

      She started to hype herself up to the acrobatics that would be required to move, between her ginormous belly and the ache threading through every inch of her, when she heard a voice outside her suite. Nicolas.

      Lauren lay back down and waited for him to come in. He continued talking, but to whom was unclear.

      “I know, Evie, that’s what I’m saying. I fucked up. I fucked up so badly.”

      Lauren stilled and listened. Her heart started to race, realizing he might be talking about her.

      “There’s nothing I can do. That was my one chance, and I fucking blew it.”

      No, she decided, her fear deflating. He was talking about Harlowe. She settled back into the pillow, but her tension stayed. He’d promised to tell her everything, and she’d been waiting to share her own concerns about the financial records. She had to tell him as soon as he was off the phone with Evangeline. Their interludes had been wonderful distractions, needed distractions, but the conversation couldn’t wait any longer.

      “Yeah. Of course, yeah. I’ll let you know. But don’t hold your breath.” The next words were muffled. “Ah, yeah, I gotta go. Richard said Amelia is here. Yep, about Ashley. No, he made a complete ass of himself and he’s lucky to be alive. Right. Yes. No, I didn’t threaten to kill him, Auntie, I promised to kill him. No, trust me, there’s a difference. Look, gotta go. Yeah. Love you. I will! Bye.”

      Lauren wilted when she heard him jog away.

      She could just go down, see Amelia with him. Join the conversation. No, force herself into a conversation she hadn’t been invited to and demand answers.

      But Lauren didn’t move from the bed. Nicolas had promised to explain everything. He’d come see her after he was done with Amelia. She either trusted him wholly or not at all, and, for once, she wasn’t afraid of the unknown, of the possibility he would renege on his promise or filter his message. Something vital had changed between them in the past few hours, and if that wasn’t enough to close the final chasm of wariness between them, nothing was.

      He would either tell her, and everything would change.

      Or he wouldn’t, and nothing would.
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      First, it was the slamming door.

      Doors. The outer one, the one into the foyer, the barn-style slider leading into one of four dens in the compound. You could plot Harlowe’s course by the echoes of her anger.

      Harper had been listening to Harlowe’s anger, plotting its course, her entire life.

      After the slams came the screaming. And oh, how Harlowe liked to scream.

      Harper gathered herself after a respectable pause and went into the den. Unlike others, she didn’t brace. Harlowe was a monster, but even monsters had exposure in their armor. Harlowe had never hurt Harper. To the contrary, her failure to kill Harper when it mattered most had cost Harlowe in deep and irreparable ways.

      That was something she never let herself forget. When the others in the resistance masturbated over a future without Harlowe, they always forgot to wipe the blood from their fangs. But Harper loved her sister dearly. She loved Harlowe more than she’d loved Deirdre, and that sisterly bond, that unshakeable devotion, had been the only thing capable of picking Harper up after she’d tried to drown herself in the blood of her beloved.

      Harper, too, dreamed of a future where the family was led by someone other than Harlowe, but in her version, Harlowe was free. Free to live. To love. To be. Unshackled by the bonds of heirdom. Harper had watched the “honor” ruin her grandmother, her mother, and then her sister. She wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

      Charlotte inheriting the madness was unfortunate, there was no denying it. But Harlowe would be free, and if Harper could subdue the family’s bloodlust long enough to usher in a peaceful transition, that future could be more than just fantasy.

      And truth be told, Harper would be just as happy to see the whole LaViolette empire sink into the same swamp it had been born from.

      “Fair to assume your meeting with Nicolas did not go well?” Harper said pleasantly as she poured them both a scotch. A Macallan, Harlowe’s favorite. As was true of all things Harlowe deemed her favorites, it also happened to be the only scotch she would drink.

      Harlowe knocked it back and dropped the tumbler on the carpet, where it bounced and rolled into the edge of the stone hearth.

      “The little miscreant did something to me,” Harlowe seethed. Her arms were straight at her sides, her bony hands formed into tight fists. “And I was intolerably unprepared.”

      “Did something?” Harper stepped farther in. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No, he didn’t hurt me, he...” Harlowe’s flushed face screwed together in contempt. “The ill-born had me crawling all over his cock like a hormonal teenage girl at her first cotillion.”

      Harper recoiled in amusement. Her brows fused together. “Oh.”

      “No, no, not ‘oh’!”

      “Is it as big as they say?”

      “Don’t be crude,” Harlowe said with a dismissive sidelong glance. “Nor can I say, exactly, for I’ve opted to forget the details, such as they were. Which is to say, it did not, thankfully, go very far. Your phone call saved me from the depths of utter shame.”

      “That’s my job,” Harper quipped but was thinking about the rumor she’d heard about Nicolas and his prowess being more than a matter of skill. He was a known mystic, and it had been repeated enough to be more than gossip, and Harlowe’s bizarre interaction with the fair-faced playboy may have confirmed it. “Other than that...”

      “Other than that, Mrs. Lincoln, how was the play?”

      “Something like that.” Harper grinned.

      Harlowe snorted. “Well, I can never meet with him again. I cannot... no one can know he had that kind of, albeit fleeting, power over me. It stays between us. It dies between us.”

      Harper mimed zipping her lips.

      “But on my excruciatingly self-reflective ride home, it occurred to me there is yet wisdom in getting close to the boy.”

      “He’s in his thirties, Har. Hardly a boy.” Harper didn’t add, though she knew it was implied, that despite Harlowe’s success in terrorizing the Deschanels, her continued inclination to underestimate them was not a strength. If her sister persisted in seeing Nicolas as a boy, she would remain vulnerable. Vulnerable women made vulnerable choices.

      “Still looks like a baby to me. Have you seen those cheeks?” Harlowe rolled her eyes. She sighed and turned to Harper with a softer look. Her expression grew increasingly worried as her gaze swept her sister. “How are you, chicken? Did you rest today?”

      “Some.” The blench that followed was real enough. The man she’d paid to beat her up had gone a little too far. It would be the first and very much last time she willingly let someone kick the shit out of her. “You know me. Can’t keep me down for long.”

      “No, never. Haywood will die for what he did to you, though. I’m still deciding the manner of his death and have yet to conjure something colorful enough to suit the crime.” Harlowe held her hands out and Harper took them. “I must ask for your help, chicken. You can say no. You’re the only one who can tell me no, you know that. But I pray you won’t.”

      “When have I ever told you no when it mattered?” Harper squeezed her sister’s hands, fighting tears. Once upon a time, their closeness had been unmarred by the deep burden of the heir’s madness. She rarely allowed herself to be mired in sentiment because it was the one pain for which there was no balm. “Whatever it is, Har, I’ll do it.”

      “I am only going to say this once, for it will be, by far, the most ludicrous set of words ever to pass my lips.” Harlowe almost grinned. “Nicolas has an undeniable power over me. I have never, in all my life, needed a man the way he had me needing him earlier today. He very nearly had me begging on my hands and knees, and... I cannot allow it. Nor do I have the time to analyze this quite unusual magical ‘ability’ of his, and decide on a way around it. But you... you’d be impervious, wouldn’t you?”

      Harper snorted. “Oh, you think the power of his magical dick doesn’t extend to lesbians?”

      Harlowe blinked slowly.

      “Doesn’t matter.” Harper leaned in and kissed Harlowe’s mouth at the corner. “I’ll meet with him if that’s what you want. If he somehow manages to persuade me into his bed, well, I’ve passed worse afternoons.” She made a sweeping gesture over her battered body.

      Harlow’s mouth widened in a soundless laugh. “You are incorrigible.”

      Fresh guilt crept in. Meeting with Nicolas was exactly what Harper had hoped for, a chance to gain control over the escalating situation. Everything was falling into place, but only because Harlowe trusted her implicitly. I’m doing this for you, to save you, provided only hollow consolation, and it would be even emptier to her older sister. “How shall we play this? Wait for him to call?”

      “No, I was brash in my exit and said I’d call him.” Harlowe scrunched her nose in self-chastisement. “You’ll have to call him. No, text. Texting is impersonal. Cold. But would a call be more unexpected?”

      “Don’t fuss yourself a moment longer,” Harper said, forcing a smile. “I’ll handle it. And our angle? Did you discuss... well, anything?”

      “If I didn’t love you so much, I’d sew your mouth shut,” Harlowe teased, one eye narrowing. “We did have a rather brief conversation, and it seems he... well, he claims he wants to join our families. To wed me.”

      What the heck was his angle? “You’re already married.”

      “And is that really a problem for us?”

      “Fair point,” Harper conceded. “But you’re not really considering it?”

      “Would be remarkably simpler to kill him if we were sleeping under the same roof.”

      “If you were the prime suspect before wedding him, you’d be practically wearing a neon sign after.”

      “Text him,” Harlowe said with a curt nod at Harper’s pocket, where her phone was. “Inform him I was called to an important meeting and you’ll be his contact.”

      Harper extracted her phone. “Shall I request a meeting?”

      “No, not yet,” Harlowe replied. “See what he says first. The moment you request to meet, he’ll believe he’s regained the upper hand. He looked so pleased with himself over the whole leaked documents bit. Let him wonder a spell.” She dug her own phone out of her handbag and tapped her nails on the screen. “There, I sent you his contact.”

      Harper nodded at the message that popped up on her screen. She added his contact card to her address book and plucked in the words My sister has been called to something more important. You may talk with me, or no one. She showed it to Harlowe, who nodded. “Done. Sent.”

      “Good. We won’t wait for him to—”

      Both of them whipped their heads toward Harper’s phone when it dinged. Harper shot a look at her sister before reading aloud. “‘Can’t leave Vacherie at the moment. There’s a diner. I’ll send you the location. Nine tonight. Diner closes at ten, so don’t be late.’ Wait, another one came in. ‘Don’t bother countering with another time or location. Your horndog sister isn’t the only one with more important shit to deal with. Tonight, in Vacherie, or not at all.’”

      “Ugh,” Harlowe lamented. “I do not like his tone.”

      “Nor do I, but... what do you think?”

      “What do you think, Harper? You’re the politician.”

      Harper tapped her phone against her palm. “He’s probably bluffing when he says this is the only time he’ll meet, but when we weigh the odds against our current uncertainties...”

      “You mean my children being held hostage by my brother? Those uncertainties?”

      “Among others,” Harper said. “It may be worth letting him play his hand. This time.”

      “Mm.” Harlowe reached for the bottle of Macallan and tilted it back, not bothering with a glass. She groaned at the burn. “Do it. Before I talk myself out of it. Do it. But do not let that lothario get under your skin, Harper. I was blocking, of course, but I could’ve applied more focus. Use your best defenses. Listen. Commit to nothing. And then we’ll regroup and discuss a way forward.”

      Harper nodded. She started to type a response to Nicolas but stopped herself. “Perhaps I’ll retain a sliver of power and let him wonder if I’ll be there.”

      “Always a strategist, chicken. I adore that about you. Yes. Say nothing. If he doesn’t show...”

      “Then we’ll know he has nothing to offer us that we cannot take for ourselves.”

      “Bull’s-eye.” Harlowe pointed at her. “You’ll need to leave soon if you want to make it to that hick enclave by nine.”

      “Not the way I drive.” Harper grinned. “Stay close to your phone. Never know.”

      

      River Road Spoonfuls was a small dive, a half dozen booths crammed into one side of the shoebox building, a greasy kitchen on the other. Nicolas was already seated when she arrived, talking animatedly on his phone with no regard for anyone around him. Then again, there wasn’t anyone around him. A lone old man sat atop a peeling red stool, the only other patron.

      Nicolas tilted his head up with a nod, beckoning her over with a half-hearted wave.

      Insolent little brat.

      Harper almost turned right around, but she put on her political hat, swallowed her ego, smiled, and marched over.

      Nicolas glanced up, doing a double take. He said something into his phone and tossed it onto the table. “The fuck happened to you?”

      Harper glanced down at herself. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “What the hell does the other guy look like?”

      Well paid. “I’m here. Speak.”

      “Damn, girl,” he said, whistling. “Your sister at least enjoys a little foreplay.”

      “Ah, well, it won’t work on me.” Harper smiled briefly. “Nor her, now that she knows your little secret.”

      “Not much of a secret in this state, unless you’re living in a hobbit hole. Hundreds of satisfied customers and counting.” Nicolas leaned back and stretched his arms along the yellow bench. She saw through him, though, straight to the quaking fear behind his eyes. Was he afraid of her? Or afraid for someone?

      Lauren. The baby. That’s why we’re in this shithole in Vacherie.

      “But, ah, you’re not the one I was hoping to charm. No offense.” He mimicked her cold smile. “She tell you my offer?”

      “She did.” Harper folded her hands. Watched him closely. Nothing in his eyes, his demeanor suggested she could trust him, but she didn’t have a choice. Harlowe’s future depended upon Harper’s cool head. “I didn’t come on behalf of my sister, though.”

      “The Enchanted Dick is, unfortunately, closed for business,” Nicolas quipped. “Unless your name begins with an L and ends with an N.”

      “The last time I enjoyed a dick was before I realized how much I loathed them.”

      Nicolas cocked his head. “On the other hand, I do enjoy a challenge.”

      “I don’t want to fuck you, you stupid boy,” Harper hissed. She lowered her voice when the waitress began to stare. “I want to work with you.”

      “Doing what, exactly? Need me to write a bill for you? Stump for your reelection campaign?”

      Harper had no intention of running for senate reelection, or any election, but she hadn’t even told Harlowe yet. “You might have trouble believing this, Nicolas, but we actually want the same thing.”

      Nicolas, grinning, tapped his glass of water. “You’re right. I’m dubious.”

      “What if I were to tell you...” This was it. The point of no return. Her last chance to distance herself from the resistance and stop with the double agent business. But she couldn’t control what she wasn’t a part of. “I know where Charlotte and the others are.”

      “Do you?” Nicolas checked his phone.

      “I know,” Harper went on, “because I’m the one who got Charlotte out of the compound. And Lawrence.”

      “If that’s true,” he said slowly, shifting his jaw, “then you’re also the one who left my aunt there to suffer.”

      “It was hard enough getting Charlotte and her boyfriend out. Harlowe’s entire focus had shifted to Colleen, and it was the first and only chance for me to get Charlotte to safety. I regret I could not help Colleen as well, but I won’t apologize.”

      “And your sister let you live... why?”

      “She trusts me. Above all others.” The words stuck in her chest. I’m sorry, Har. One day you’ll understand. “When I returned home, looking like—this, she had no trouble believing I was kidnapped and sent back to give her a message.”

      Nicolas smirked and turned his hands up. “And that message was...”

      Harper shook her head. “No. That’s all you get, for now.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I’m having a hard time believing you would betray your sister and tell her enemy all about it.”

      “Have you ever loved someone so much that you’d betray them to save them? That you’d hurt them to keep them from deeper hurt?”

      “I...” Nicolas turned his head to the side, toward the window. “That’s what you’re doing here? Trying to save her by fucking her over?”

      “Harlowe...” Harper had to say it, but speaking of her sister like she wasn’t there, like a child needed managing, felt worse than getting on the ship with her family. “She’s started a war she’s perfectly capable of finishing, but not before she takes everyone down with her. Things have gone too far for her to stop now. If I can keep her from making things worse, and keep others from... making things worse, then maybe there’s a future where we all come out of this.”

      Nicolas went silent. He pursed his mouth as he stared out the window, nodding to himself, processing. “I can’t decide if this is seriously fucked or a brilliant chess move, Harper. But what does this have to do with me?”

      Harper lowered her gaze, breathed deep, and said what she’d been preparing for the whole time. “She’s always ahead of you, and she always will be. But I can be your informant on the inside. I can give you just enough information to keep your family safe, while I focus on trying to keep her from blowing everything up.”

      “Doesn’t inspire much confidence.”

      “Well, I have to assume you and Charlotte have some kind of plan!” Harper straightened. “I’m only offering to help, in small ways, as you see it through. In exchange, you agree that harming my sister is not part of your plan. Now or ever. If I can stabilize her, perhaps neutralize her, you can end this. But if you come anywhere near her, you’ll learn she only seems like the scarier sister.”

      “Get Colleen out, and we’ll have a deal,” Nicolas said. “Get Colleen out, leave my family alone, especially Lauren and my son, and then, yeah, I’ll agree not to hurt the bitch. Won’t rule out self-defense, but it’s your job to manage her ass, not mine.”

      Harper had been expecting the ask, but that didn’t mean it was simple. “Only two people have the keys to the room where she keeps her. Me and Harlowe. She’ll know it was me.”

      “Sounds like a ‘you’ problem.” A frown spread over his face when his phone vibrated. He reached for it. Paled. “Fuck. I gotta bounce.” He pulled out a wad of cash from his pocket and dropped it on the table.

      “Trouble at home?”

      “A storm,” he muttered, then slipped the phone in his pocket. “Colleen for Harlowe. My family, all of it, is off-limits, forever. That’s the only deal I’ll ever make with you. You know how to reach me when you’re ready to make it.”

      He tapped the table, stood, and departed without saying goodbye.

      

      Harper made it back to the compound just before eleven. All the exterior lights were on, but when she stepped inside, the house was dark.

      “Har?” she called out as she moved down the hall, toward the den. “I’m back.”

      Armand popped out from the breakfast room with a bowl of cherries. “Hi. She’s not here.”

      “Not at the compound?”

      “Uh-uh.” He wedged a cherry between his teeth and yanked on the stem. “Left about an hour ago.”

      “Did she say where she was going?”

      “Yeah,” he said, swishing his mouth to dislodge the pit. “Yeah, she did. Said she was going to see Charlotte.”

      Harper gripped the door. “She said what?”

      “Charlotte called her from somewhere in the ocean. I don’t know. I wasn’t really listening.” He spat the cherry pit onto the floor. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Auntie. This whole thing will prove to be an annoying distraction in the end. Mother always wins. You know that.”

      “Well, of course, but...” Could it be true that Charlotte had called Harlowe? That she’d invited her... where, exactly? Last Harper knew, they were still floating in Cuban waters. “She didn’t happen to mention where she was meeting her?”

      “No,” Armand said, nodding to himself. “And I didn’t ask. This little ‘rebellion’ has been so annoying, don’t you think? Fucking idiots. I’ll be so glad when it’s over. Though I might have to take a little trip of my own to spare myself the bloodbath.” He thrust the bowl at her. “Cherry?”
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      Thank God for Evangeline.

      When she’d called to ask about the Harlowe meeting and insisted on coming out to stay and look after Lauren, his argument had been that it just wasn’t necessary. They already had all they needed. Doctors on call. Convalescing in the safest place in the world for a Deschanel. There was no need for her to inconvenience herself. She wouldn’t hear it, though. It’s what Colleen would have done, she said, with a hitch in her otherwise steady voice. How could he say no?

      Both Evangeline and Colleen were powerful healers, but even the most competent ones had no persuasion over the mind. Amelia had nearly died because of this shortcoming of ability, and Nicolas’s own sister, Adrienne, had succumbed to an illness of the brain. It was the sole reason Augustus was the one the family called when Ashley kicked up his storms. Not to prevent them—for who could, other than Ashley himself?—but to clean up the messes made and eliminate all evidence. Neat and tidy, like it never happened.

      If Evangeline hadn’t been there when Ashley showed up...

      Nicolas had hardly turned onto the long gravel approach to Ophélie when the dust storm started to overtake his car. He tried to push on, blind, but the wind carried his car off course, sliding it into the gardens.

      Please let Lauren be inside. Sleeping. Oblivious.

      Lauren might be inside, but there was no chance she was oblivious to the calamity whirring around the house, and soon, their neighbors—a half mile on each side—wouldn’t be either.

      Nicolas punched the heel of his palm against the steering wheel and wrenched the door open. It took several attempts, fighting the fierce wind of Ashley’s unquenchable pain, but he finally opened it far enough to roll out, just in time for the door to slam behind him.

      He crawled to his feet, already sprinting by the time he found his balance. He brought his hands to his head to shield it from the flying debris, ducking, relying on instinct to help him find his way. When he chanced a look up, to see if he could make sense of the chaos at the house, dust flew into his eyes. He yelped from the sting and pushed on.

      The driveway was long on a good day, but in the midst of a storm, it might as well have been a thousand miles.

      Rocks slammed into his shins, his arms, narrowly missing his temple. He choked on dust and grass and something sweet, from the garden probably, but he could identify nothing except pain and fear.

      “Nicolas!” Evangeline cried out. “Under that tree!”

      “Huh?” He tried to scream, but a board smacked him from the side, sending him to his knees.

      With a ragged, heaving breath, Nicolas braced his hands on the gravel and shoved himself up. He reached for the wood that had taken him out, a twelve-by-twelve piece of scrap, and brandished it into a shield.

      He spotted the porch and Evangeline, and darted that way. She was screaming at him to... do something. He didn’t know. He couldn’t hear. He couldn’t see. Everything was a dust-filled blur of confusion.

      “Get in the house. I’ll handle this,” she ordered. Her phone was pressed to her ear. “Augustus is on his way. Amelia, too. Go be with Lauren.”

      “She’s inside?” Nicolas asked. He grabbed hold of his aunt and yanked her aside just as a watering can slammed into the house behind them. “She’s safe?”

      “Condi is with her. She’s fine. Go.”

      Nicolas took her by the shoulders and steered her behind a broad column. “Where is he?”

      “I’ve lost sight of him,” she exclaimed, breathless and covered in dirt. “He was just over there.” She pointed. “Go inside, Nicolas. That’s an order.”

      “Nope. Not leaving you out here, Auntie. Sorry.” He cupped her shoulders, squeezed, and staggered back. “ETA on the other two?”

      “Augustus is close.” She screamed when a chair smashed into one of the bay windows. “Amelia was behind him, but you know how she drives...”

      “How long has Ashley been at it?”

      “Thirty minutes, at most. I thought he’d wear himself out by now. Leena always said... it doesn’t matter. We have to end this without hurting him. She can’t lose another son, Nic.”

      “I don’t want to hurt him,” Nicolas said distantly, searching the squall for signs of his cousin. “But we have to stop him before he kills someone. Or himself.”

      Nicolas descended a step, already missing the minimal protection the porch offered. He found the makeshift shield he’d arrived with and lifted it high. “Ashley, let’s talk, man. Just you and me. I know I’m the one you’re pissed at, but others are gonna get hurt if you don’t calm the fuck down.”

      A branch whipped across the air and sent him flying. He landed ten feet away with a thud that ricocheted into his brain, making his ears ring. Woozy, he tried to sit but slipped and fell back down.

      A shadow stretched over him, around him. It lengthened and thinned as it drew close.

      Ashley.

      “Ash,” Nicolas panted. He’d lost the shield when he fell, and the only thing protecting his head was his hands, held out in surrender. “Please, man. Let’s go inside. You and me. We’ll talk. You can hit me, curse me, fucking whatever you want. Just end this!”

      Ashley swayed on his feet. His eyes were glazed, empty. Like the man towering over him was only a shell.

      “Ash?”

      “I don’t know... what’s happening.” Ashley’s mouth parted. Widened. Closed. Parted again. Tears rolled down his face. “The air.”

      “Ashley, Lauren is inside the very same house you’ve blown several windows out of. She’s in there, listening to things slam and crash all around her. She’s terrified right now. For her son. Do you understand? If you love her, you need to understand.”

      “Lauren?” Some light returned to his eyes. “I need to talk to her. Tell her how sorry I am.”

      “She knows. She knows you’re sorry. She’s not mad. She’s fucking scared, yeah? Just look at me. Look at me!” Nicolas rolled to his side and spat. No blood. His injuries weren’t too bad, then, based on the medical degree he’d earned from watching movies. “Ashley!”

      “I don’t want her to go. I don’t want her to die. Like Christine. Like...” Ashley’s entire face crumpled in horror. The air whistled with fresh intensity, and Nicolas had to curl into the fetal position to dodge the bush that was ripped from the roots. It went sailing over his head and crashed into the gravel, where it rolled into the pandemonium of the storm.

      “You are the only one who can stop this,” was all Nicolas got out before a hurl of dust flooded his mouth. He spat, coughing, but it wasn’t enough. It clouded his throat, traveling down into his lungs. He needed water. Air.

      “Do you love her?” Ashley was looking out into the tempest with an odd expression, like he was talking to someone not there. “Do you love her?”

      “Ashley, look at me!”

      “Do you love her, Nic?”

      “Fucking stop this—”

      “DO YOU LOVE HER, NICOLAS?”

      “Yes, goddammit, I love her. I love her so fucking much I’d rather die out here than let you take a step closer to her,” Nicolas howled. A gust flung him onto his back with another hard landing, and this time he couldn’t rise. Couldn’t speak. Breathe.

      Ashley’s eyes flashed wide. He exhaled a desperate gasp and then dropped to his knees before pitching over. The wind, dust, and debris came to a sudden, crashing halt.

      Nicolas stared in delirium at another shadow that appeared just behind where Ashley had been standing. Richard. He held a syringe in his hands.

      Violent but loving memories came back in a surge of painful nostalgia. Of reckless days and nights where it was only Richard and his gentle injections that kept Nicolas from throwing himself into the river and ending it all.

      Richard reached a hand down and tugged Nicolas to his feet. He was surprisingly strong for a man of his years, and instead of thanking him with words, Nicolas threw himself into his lifelong butler’s arms.

      “You’re all right, now. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      But he wasn’t all right. He knew it as soon as he tried to take a step, but he had total confirmation when he went stumbling into Evangeline.

      And blacked out.

      

      Ice water had never tasted so good. Nicolas quaffed the contents of his glass without stopping to breathe, moaning in delight, and then handed it back for more. Evangeline quirked a brow and nodded at Richard.

      “My focus was all over the place, so I can’t be certain I was thorough enough. Does anything still hurt?”

      Nicolas shook his head and sat up. He saw Ashley passed out on the couch across the room. “And him?”

      “Mostly unhurt, miraculously. Can you walk?”

      “I think so.” Nicolas dropped his feet to the floor and tried to stand. He wobbled but quickly gained his balance.

      “Good. Let’s go to the next room so we can talk.”

      “What about him? We need to worry about him flying up the stairs and upsetting her?”

      “He won’t be waking anytime soon.”

      Nicolas glanced once more at Ashley and followed her into the other half of the parlor, separated by a thick velvet drape. He swayed into the settee and then lowered himself onto it. “What happened? I was hardly gone thirty minutes when you called.”

      “He just showed up.” Evangeline started to pour herself a whiskey but sighed and set the decanter back down. “Forgive me. I shouldn’t drink around you.”

      “Doesn’t bother me. Go ahead. You probably need it.”

      Evangeline abandoned the half-poured drink and joined him on the settee. “I should ask you what’s going on.”

      “Has anyone checked on Lauren?” He tried to get up, but Evangeline popped an arm out and he sat back down.

      “Amelia is with her now. She’s fine. Talk to me.”

      Nicolas flopped back and shut his eyes. “He scares her. Pretty badly. These storms, I guess they started a month or so before she came here. She doesn’t like to talk about it, and I won’t make her. Aunt C knows. It was a regular thing at The Gardens.”

      “Yes, she told me.” Evangeline folded her hands in her lap with a solemn expression. “Do you know what prompted this episode?”

      “She, uh...” Nicolas snatched an afghan off the settee and draped it over his shoulders. “She broke things off earlier and Ashley didn’t handle it well.”

      “I’d say.” Evangeline went to the drink cart and emptied the abandoned glass. “She’ll blame herself for this, but we must rid her of such nonsense thinking. Ashley is a fine man. A good man. But he’s quite broken, and it is not within her ability, nor mine, nor even Colleen’s, to fix him.” She poured more whiskey and drank that, too. “I took the liberty of making certain arrangements while you were out.”

      “What arrangements?”

      “It kills me to do it, but I’ve requested a private psychiatric hold for Ashley. It was granted, and they’re making space for him now at a retreat just down the road, near Destrehan. Colleen will be devastated to come home to that, but she would be utterly shattered if she came home to worse.”

      Nicolas nodded into his lap. “You did the right thing.”

      “I have also asked Condi to fix up two of the guest rooms for Lauren’s doctors. They’ll be staying here, at the plantation, until they’re no longer needed. I’ve called for her entire labor team to stay at the inn in Vacherie, and they’ll all be here first thing in the morning. They’re not ten minutes away, and I’ve paid for them to be on call every hour of the day and night. Their salaries are covered by the Trust until this is done, and they’re being paid to be exclusively ours. Lauren will have every bit of care she needs, and she’ll have me to coordinate the circus of doctors, nurses, and assistants.”

      He sighed. “All right. If you think that’s best.”

      “I do and it is,” Evangeline said curtly. “Furthermore, Lauren must start taking their orders seriously. No more stairs. No more chaos. No more men, besides yourself.”

      “Neither Ash nor Cam had a fucking invitation.”

      “Which is why I’ve also called for an increase in your guard team. That will not be happening again.”

      Nicolas screwed his mouth to the side and nodded. “Okay. So Lauren, she needs to stay in her suite?”

      “Preferably in bed. I know she finds it hard to follow orders, so I’ll just ask that you, yes, limit her to her suite. You get to deliver that message because she will not listen to anyone else, it seems.”

      “She’ll listen,” Nicolas said. “She knows how important this is.”

      “Your son will be born safe and will live safe. You needn’t worry about that, not anymore. I’m not leaving.”

      Nicolas gratefully accepted a fresh water from Richard, who delivered it and left. He swallowed a hearty sip. “And Lauren?”

      “I meant her, too. This isn’t some arcane society where we sacrifice mothers for the children. I know what she means to you.”

      “No one does,” Nicolas muttered, clutching the glass in both hands. “Not even her.”

      “Well, I know you’ve been fucking her, so perhaps she does, in fact, know?”

      Nicolas’s mouth dropped open. “Aunt Evie! Jesus.”

      “All walls talk, nephew.” She tsked her tongue but was smiling. “I’ve discussed the matter with her doctors—”

      “You’re serious right now?”

      “So long as you are gentle, and you can keep your salacious appetite confined to her bed—and, of course, assuming she’s up to it—you may continue. It may even ease her labor. It does, for some. Science is rather split on the matter.”

      Nicolas gaped at her. “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

      “Consider it finished.” She dusted her hands with a tight smile. “Augustus is outside assessing the damage. Don’t worry about the windows or any of it. He’ll handle it. Amelia will escort Ashley to the retreat house and make sure he has everything he needs during his convalescence.”

      “Okay.” Nicolas nodded. “Thank you.”

      “How did it go with Harper?” Evangeline wrapped her arm around herself and stared up at a painting of her late father, August. “I almost forgot to ask.”

      Nicolas pushed to his feet. He went to her and pecked a kiss on her cheek. “She says she wants to work with us.”

      “And you believed her?”

      “She loves her sister and doesn’t want to see her killed. To be honest, the way she talked about Harlowe kinda reminded me of the way you and Aunt C talk about each other. She’s trying to keep the peace, I guess. I don’t know. But I told her I’ll only work with her on one condition.”

      “Which is?” Evangeline asked with a dubious eye roll.

      “She needs to bring Colleen home first.”

      Evangeline spun away. She brought a hand to her face. “Lauren was making you dinner when Ashley showed up. She shouldn’t have been, but we’re going to fix that, aren’t we? I don’t know what it is, but it smells wonderful. Grab a bite on your way up so you don’t have to lie about it when you tell her how incredible it was.”

      

      Nicolas passed Amelia in the upper hall. She wiped her eyes, gave his shoulder a squeeze, and kept moving. In any other circumstance, he would have joined her on the ride to Destrehan, helped her. Hell, even held her hand.

      Lauren’s lights were off. He knew he should let her sleep, but after that harrowing episode, he needed to be close to her, to feel the warmth of her.

      He slipped into her bed, barely disturbing her covers. She slithered around and reached a hand behind her. He took it.

      “Can I hold you?” he asked, dreadfully cognizant of the vulnerability in his cracking voice.

      “Please,” Lauren whispered. She sounded a world away.

      He folded himself around her from behind. She smelled like the smothered chicken he’d quickly wolfed down before heading up. He ate fast, not just because he was hungry but because imagining her flitting about his kitchen, lovingly preparing a meal for him when she hated cooking, veered too close to a long-held fantasy that he could one day know real tenderness. Love.

      Lauren shifted until her body fit perfectly into his, and then craned her face back. He didn’t understand at first, but then her hand came up and guided his mouth to hers. The kiss was soft but lingering.

      “You do know it’s me, right?” he said with a light, nervous laugh.

      “I know it’s you. I’m glad it’s you.”

      “The chicken was incredible. Thank you. I... well, ack, I don’t know what to say.”

      She sniffled and turned back around.

      “Are you okay, Lauren? You can talk to me.”

      She shook her head on the pillow. “I don’t think so, Nic.”

      “Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. Anything.”

      “Ashley hurt you, didn’t he?”

      “It’s nothing.” Nicolas smirked. “Evie healed me right up.”

      Lauren buried her face in the pillow and sobbed.

      “Lauren.” Nicolas sat up and leaned over her. “Come here.” She turned and he pulled her into his arms, wrapping her tight against him. “I’m fine. I swear. And he will be, too. He’s going to get the help he needs, and then he’ll be the Ashley we know again.”

      “Amelia told me they’re locking him up.”

      “It’s not that kind of place.” He brushed her hair aside and kissed her forehead. “When you’re recovered, I’ll take you to see him.”

      Lauren shook her head. “No.”

      “No?”

      “The storms aren’t the only reason I ended things. I realized...” She wiped her nose on her arm. “I realized I could never love him as much as he loves me, and that was so, so unfair to him. He was safe... the opposite of the kind of men who always ended in heartbreak for me. He deserves better than that and it would’ve been cruel to stay. I just wish it hadn’t happened the way it did.”

      “I know,” Nicolas said. He stroked a hand down her back. Moonlight spilled across the bed, reminding him of how long the damn day had been. “But there’s always another way to look at things, yeah? If you hadn’t done that, he wouldn’t be on his way to getting help. And I know you know this, but I’m gonna say it anyway. His storms? He was a ticking time bomb, and it was only a matter of time before someone was hurt in a way none of us could fix.”

      Lauren shifted again, looking up at him. Her pale eyes swam with tears. “I have to tell you something before I lose the chance.”

      “Why would you lose the chance? I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I took a look at those documents today. The ones you leaked.”

      “Lauren, you really should be—”

      “Don’t you dare say resting.” She squeezed her eyes. “Everyone else, but not you. Please.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “You looked at the documents?”

      “I could tell you all the reasons why, but I’m so tired, so I’m just going to ask you to trust me.”

      “I do trust you, but you’re freaking me out a bit.”

      “They’re all too convenient, Nic. Too tidy. I’ve worked with a lot of financial records at the firm, and these are like... like someone downloaded some templates online and fabricated a story with them.”

      Nicolas swallowed. “What are you saying?”

      “She’s playing you. She wanted you and Ashley to find them, to share them, to expose her. Think about it. The firm found nothing, Colleen found nothing, all the people working for your family found nothing. Every one of those people make finding things their own personal form of art, but they found nothing? Then Ashley magically stumbles upon this damning evidence no one else could find?”

      “Ashley’s smarter than that. It’s why I enlisted his help.”

      “We’re all a little desperate right now and maybe his judgment was impaired by his hope he’d finally found something to balance the scales.”

      “Okay, but why would Harlowe do that?” Nicolas squinted in befuddlement. “It made her look like a fool in front of the whole state. The country.”

      “She wanted your guard down.” Lauren slid a hand up and rested it on his cheek. “So you’d make a mistake.”

      Nicolas was lost for words. “Shit.”

      Lauren strained forward and kissed him. She broke away but stayed close. “She wants you to think you’re winning. I have no idea what that woman wants with you, but I’m so...” She sucked in her lips and more tears fell. “So close to using my power to get you to stop. To stay here, with me. I need you to be careful because I need... I need you.”

      Nicolas wound his hands through her hair at the nape of her neck and kissed her. “Say that again.”

      Lauren met his eyes. “I need you.”

      “All right.” Nicolas crushed her to his chest and exhaled. He couldn’t hold back his tears anymore, and he didn’t even care. She could have them. She could have everything she wanted.

      “I’m not asking you to stop, Nic, just not to take unnecessary risks.”

      “No, you’re right. Recklessness won’t fly anymore. No more alone time with Harlowe, and I’ll tread carefully around Harper. If I think I’m wading in too deep, I’ll swim back to the kiddie pool.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      “Ask me anything, baby girl.” Nicolas kissed the top of her head. “The answer will always be yes.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Charlotte

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte buzzed with purpose but had nowhere to spend her energy.

      After she’d made the call, the only thing left was to wait. The reassertion of control, of a plan, lifted a weight from her chest and she moved about the compound freely, joining her family for meals, even engaging in their banal exchanges about weather and sports.

      If only they knew!

      The cluster of islands that made up the compound was smaller than she’d imagined, and travel a simple matter of crossing the land bridges left exposed when the tide receded. But the property itself was unsurprisingly gorgeous. In another lifetime, she might have lounged under the broad bowing palms or played tennis on the near-immaculate court. Dined on one of seven porticos, or climbed to the bell tower for stunning sunset views.

      Charlotte stood on the shore, at the start of the sand column that would, in about an hour, open up to the south island. Even at high tide, the passage was crossable on foot, as long as she didn’t mind getting wet. There wasn’t enough tidal pull, Adrien had said, for it to be dangerous.

      Would that still hold true when she and Julian slipped out, hopefully undetected, and made their way to the meeting spot she’d set with her mother?

      She had a day and a half to figure it out. It felt so far away, and yet not enough time to shore up all the details.

      The others would never understand. Would never approve.

      “Charlotte.”

      Lost to her thoughts, she hadn’t heard him approach. She tensed, readying to tell him she didn’t want to talk, but he was faster.

      Lawrence pulled up behind her, going no farther. “I have some things to say, and you’re going to listen. You can do whatever you want with what I tell you, but I need to say them, and after everything, you owe me that.”

      Charlotte shrugged and kept her eyes fixed on the turquoise sea.

      “What you saw, between Anessa and me, was not what it seemed. And I could stand here and offer an explanation, but you already know I would never do that to you.” Lawrence sighed. “You want to be mad at me, and you are. I won’t take that from you. It’s not my place, and you have every right to feel however you want to feel. I’m not going to gaslight you, or make you feel crazy, or... or like you’re overreacting about all the horrible things that have happened. That’s not who I am, and that’s not what you need.”

      “You don’t know what I need,” Charlotte said. Images of Anessa cupping Lawrence’s face flooded forward, reminding her of how much she’d taken for granted, how little she’d questioned. She closed her eyes and let the balmy breeze steady her. “And why should you? We don’t even know each other. Since we’ve met, we’ve spent far more time apart than together. It makes no sense at all that we’re here now, both of us.”

      “Is that what you think or what you feel?”

      The question confounded her. The answer more so. “Lawry, we rushed into something at the worst possible time, and...” Her vision shifted, intensified, and now Lawrence had Anessa in his arms, driving into her as she held tight to the railing. She drew her mouth inward in pain. “I don’t want this anymore.”

      Lawrence went silent behind her. The only sound was a long inhale, followed by a longer exhale. “I love you, Charlotte, no matter how impossible the circumstances have been. But I respect you and will respect your wishes if this is really what you want.”

      Tears breached her squeezed eyes. “It is.”

      She felt his hand hover between her shoulders. “All right. Fair enough.”

      When he was gone, Charlotte clapped her hands over her mouth and trapped a wail. In an instant, her smooth confidence evaporated and she fell to her knees in the sand, face turned skyward, and sobbed, alone.

      She started to pull herself up off the sand when she felt the presence of someone coming up on her, sending her tension rushing back to the surface.

      “Hey, Charlotte. Can we talk?”

      Anessa.

      The only person she had less interest in seeing than Lawrence was the mercurial half-sister who had smoothly moved in on her territory at the first sign of trouble. “I came out here to be alone, Anessa. To think.”

      “I know. Pretty, isn’t it? Weird to be talking about how pretty anything is right now, but as far as escapes go, I guess we could do worse?”

      “I’m really not in the mood for small talk.” Charlotte buried a sniffle in her arm.

      “Good, because I suck at it.” Anessa plopped down cross-legged into the sand next to her. “Look, I know you don’t like me.”

      Charlotte laughed.

      “Am I wrong?”

      “It’s not that simple.” Charlotte eyed her from the side. “You know that.”

      “Yeah. My fault. I get it.” Anessa stretched back and leaned onto her hands. “I’ve been a bitch. I guess Mom has that effect on people. Brings out the worst in them, so she can twist it into a weapon. I never liked being her weapon, but it was better than being ignored. Never met anyone I hated so much and yet so fucking desperately craved their approval. God, even a sliver of love was like a feast for a starving daughter.”

      Charlotte’s brows lifted. “Yeah. I know what you mean.”

      “She gets her hooks in you, and it’s over. Never stood a chance.” Anessa tilted her head back; her blond hair tickled the sand. “You were never going to win her over. She’d built you up as some deity in her mind, but even the kids she raised don’t come anywhere near her impossible standards. You were raised with love and compassion. She doesn’t understand either of those things.”

      “I never wanted to win her over,” Charlotte said. “Just keep her from going nuclear on everyone I love.”

      “You might not believe this because all you see is the crazy, but many of us have been doing the same damn thing for so many years. We carefully tiptoe around her, telling her what wants to hear, seizing whatever little wins we can take. Tightest tightrope on the planet. She wanted to come for you years ago, but Harper is the one who counseled her to wait until you were older. Then your sister died, and you were so depressed Mom said she couldn’t wait any longer or you’d be a shell of who you could be.”

      “Certainly the definition of maternal warmth,” Charlotte muttered, eyes rolling.

      “Welcome to my world, bitch.”

      “Never wanted to be a part of it.”

      “Can’t choose our family.” Anessa sat up. “So, hey, I said some shit I shouldn’t have. About me and Lawrence.”

      Charlotte’s mouth fell open. “We’re not doing this right now.”

      “Yeah, we are, sorry, because I lied to you and I’m gonna clear that up. Because Lawrence is a good man, and I think I kinda sorta might have turned you against him.”

      “No, it wasn’t—that,” Charlotte said quickly. “Did he send you here?”

      “Fuck no. He’s mad at me. What’s new, though?” Anessa licked her lips. “He and I were a thing, once. That part was true. But it was one-sided. He tolerated me because he knew all it would take was a phone call to Mommy and he was a goner.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel better, Anessa.” Charlotte narrowed her eyes. “Seriously? At least before I assumed you were lying.”

      “Yeah, I was. Sort of. He never wanted me, Charlotte, not when he and I were dating, and definitely freaking not after he met you. He became another man altogether after a few words with you in that damned room full of shoes. I lost every bit of control I’d gained during our months in Paris, and he slipped away from me, just like that. One meeting with you, and all that work was undone.”

      “Is this where I say ‘sorry?’”

      “I shouldn’t have goaded you. I’m sorry.” Anessa sneered. “And you know it’s true because I never apologize to anyone.”

      “Why?”

      “Why am I apologizing?”

      “Yeah. Why? Do you want something from me?”

      “I don’t know,” Anessa said. She pointed her attention to the sea again. “Just didn’t feel right leaving things that way. He’s a good man. I wanted him to be my man because the one I really loved, he was already... tapped by Mother. And I would’ve been free to love Lawrence without wondering what it would feel like to hold his bleeding heart in my hands.”

      “A lovely sentiment,” Charlotte murmured. She watched the bridge take form. Soon, it would be crossable. Nothing was more important now than finding the right words for Harlowe. Everything else, including the unfortunate matter of her breaking heart, had to take a backseat. “Thank you, for... telling me, I guess. For apologizing. But the whole thing, all of it, was just a stupid dream. Textbook trauma bonding. In any other time or place, he and I wouldn’t have even exchanged a look.”

      “You’re trying really hard to convince yourself you don’t care about him, and I get it. If anyone understands that brand of desperation, it’s another LaViolette.”

      “This has nothing to do with the Quickening. It did, once, but not now. No one wanted to believe more than me that it was real.” Charlotte gathered the next words in a rush. If she stopped to think, she’d never say them. “If you want him, and he wants you, you can have him. It’s over between us. I mean it. Really.”

      Anessa’s demeanor shifted. It seemed she tried to hide her excitement, but it slipped into her fleeting grin. “You sure about that? Because I feel like, maybe, we’re not enemies anymore, you and I? I’d like it to stay that way.”

      “I’m sure.” Charlotte’s breath caught in the terribleness of the lie. “And maybe... maybe if you love him, he’ll be spared from sacrifice, in case we... we lose.”

      “So it is about the Quickening?”

      “No! No, Anessa, I really don’t want to talk about this. With your or anyone.”

      “Because we’ll never, ever go backward, Charlotte. Hear me? Ever. I would rather die than return to that life.”

      “Tell that to the others, growing fat on gourmet food and pointless conversation.”

      “I’ve tried.” Anessa jumped up. “They don’t listen to me, either.”

      Charlotte briefly considered telling her about Harlowe, but she was still a long way from trusting her sister. “I won’t sit idly by while they wait for others to clean up their mess.”

      “You have your own plan, then?”

      “I might,” Charlotte hedged.

      “Whatever it is, I’m in.” Anessa gestured behind her. “Hungry?”

      She wasn’t, but the most prudent thing to do was to pretend nothing was amiss. To draw no suspicion on her behavior or give them cause to wonder if she was up to something. “A little, yeah.”

      Anessa thrust a hand down. “Come on, then.”

      Charlotte peered at the offer suspiciously. “Is this one of those trust game tricks where you intentionally drop me?”

      Anessa cackled. “I have been known to drop people in the trust game, but the sand sort of steals all the fun. Won’t break any bones.”

      Charlotte let Anessa help her to her feet. She dusted herself off. “Don’t hurt him, Anessa. If you do, we’re gonna have a big problem.”

      “No offense, Charlotte, but his heart is already broken. All I can do is try to pick up the pieces.”
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      Nicolas moved inside of Lauren, one hand cradled around her belly from behind. He drove into her with fluid precision, consciously tempering his desire despite how she pleaded for him to go harder, faster.

      He pressed a sigh to the back of her neck, turning it into a trail of kisses. She tilted her ass higher, trying to trick him to push to full depth, but he clicked his tongue and whispered, “You promised to be a good girl.”

      “But what happens if I’m a bad girl?” Lauren moaned and stretched her face to the side for a kiss. That he eagerly granted.

      “You don’t want to find out what happens to bad girls.”

      “Oh, but I do. I very much do.” She reached back and dug her fingers into his ass, tugging him against her. “Very, very much.”

      “Ask me in a few months, and I will enthusiastically take you through every last detail.” Nicolas slid his hand down, between her legs. Her little whimper nearly made him explode. She tried to twist away, but he made an uh-uh sound. “Good girls come when told.”

      “But I’m not a good girl, Nic. Not for you.”

      “Such a little cock tease.”

      “It’s mine to tease. Mine and only mine.”

      “Fuckkkk.” Nicolas lost his composure, filling her with hours of pent-up release. Lauren cried out in ecstatic victory, pinning his hand to her clit right as she came, clenching over his cock, pulling a second orgasm from him right on the heels of the first. “Holy shit.” He released her and fell back, wheezing. “Jesus Christ.”

      Lauren lifted up and sat at the bed’s edge. She reached for her nightgown, balled and discarded on the other side of the bed, and shrugged it on with some effort. “Not even ten in the morning and you’ve already done a few hours of real, honest work.”

      “Can’t tell if that’s a compliment or some thinly veiled chastisement about past Nicolas’s lack of work ethic, but I’m too blissed out to care.”

      She lay back down, facing him. “Neither. It was my way of saying thanks.”

      “For fucking you?”

      Lauren’s disquiet appeared first in her eyes before making its way to the rest of her face. “I don’t know how much longer we have before Atticus comes. Both doctors seem to think he’s coming early. Soon.” She nibbled her bottom lip. “You said, in a few months...”

      “I know what I said. I was horny as fuck. We don’t have to do this after he’s born,” Nicolas said. “Unless... you want to.”

      “If I did?”

      “Ah...” Nicolas rolled onto his back and exhaled.

      “I mean...” Lauren shifted to her back as well. “We don’t have to if you don’t want to. It was an idea, that’s all.”

      He’d been dreading this conversation. With no idea how it would go, or even how it should go, he was terrified of the potential for everything to go sideways and spin out of control. “It isn’t that I don’t want to, Lauren.”

      “Is it because you know I would ask for monogamy if we were still messing around?”

      “What? No. You think I wouldn’t be able to stay faithful to you?”

      “I don’t think that,” she said. “But you’re a man who appreciates variety. I told you before, I don’t want to come between you and the life you want.”

      “The life I want?” Nicolas closed his eyes and turned to face her. “Lauren, you are the life I want. And fuck it, I wasn’t gonna say it, I swore I wasn’t, but if it’s what needs to be said, so that you understand, then here we go.” He reached for one of her hands under the blanket and clutched it tight. “If you offered me forever, I would take it. Without a single look back.”

      Lauren’s mouth parted. She tried to speak but swallowed instead.

      “If the offer is friends with benefits? Sign me the fuck up. Sign me up for the rest of my days. Variety is for men who don’t know what they want, but me, I know what I want now. I. Know. What. I. Want. And I’ll take it in any form you’re offering, baby girl.”

      Her eyes watered. She made little head shakes on the pillow, and he was sure he was losing her, that he’d said the wrong thing, until she inched closer and rested her forehead on his. “You’ll tell me if it gets too hard?”

      “You really going to ask me a serious question wrapped in a sex joke?”

      Lauren laughed. “I thought you’d be more likely to understand the question if I was speaking your language.”

      “Mmm. Yes, you are.” Nicolas craned forward and kissed her. “I’ll tell you. Same goes for you. We can stop anytime. No questions asked. No hard feelings. No awkward pining... or, not much anyway.”

      “No strings,” she said with a soft smile. “You have to go, don’t you?”

      “Sadly, yes.”

      “Did Harper say why she wants to meet?”

      “Said it was about Colleen.” He shrugged with a sigh. “Don’t trust her, but I don’t not trust her. And if we can get Aunt C back, I’ve gotta at least hear her out.”

      “I agree. Listen, but with caution. It’s what I would do.”

      “Oh,” he said with a creeping grin, “does that mean I have Lauren Weatherly’s coveted seal of approval?”

      “Would it cure you of your mommy issues?”

      “Depends,” Nicolas said, reaching between her legs. “Have I cured you of your daddy issues?”

      Lauren giggled. “Afraid we still have some work to do there.”

      “Good thing I’m up to the task,” he murmured and drew her in for a deep kiss. “I won’t be gone but an hour. I’ll be ten minutes away. Call me if anything comes up.”

      Lauren snaked her hand out and wrapped it around his cock. “Anything?”

      “Not. Fair.”

      “Is that what you want, me playing fair?”

      “Not.” He kissed her. “Ever.” With a groan, he pulled away and started dressing. “Evangeline is next door. If she hears you leave this room, she’s gonna come in here like an angry bull, so...”

      “I get it. I’ll behave.”

      Nicolas inclined back and kissed her once more. “Only when it comes to this.”

      “Naturally.” Lauren grinned. “Come back soon.”

      “Already counting the seconds.”

      

      Harper was waiting at the diner when he arrived.

      “I lied about the keys,” she said before he’d even sat down. “The guards have them, too.”

      “Hey, Harper, how you doing? How are things? Seen any good movies lately?”

      She shot him a rattled look. “I don’t have time to waste on small talk, and I assume neither do you. We have a problem. A rather large one, and while I’m sure it’s solvable—”

      “What problem?” Nicolas pitched forward.

      Harper scraped her tongue over an incisor. “Well, for one, Harlowe has apparently gone to see Charlotte.”

      Nicolas burst out laughing and slapped the table. “Good one.”

      “Do I look like I’m making a joke, Nicolas?”

      He cleared his throat and killed his smile. “Yeah, no, I guess not. How do you know this? She tell you?”

      “My nephew did.” The fact seemed to pain her. “He said Charlotte called—”

      “We both know that’s not true.”

      “Do we? Charlotte was... anxious when we left the compound. Even more anxious than when we put her on the ship.”

      “Ah, so she’s on a ship. I like you upset, Harper. You tell me things.”

      Harper glowered at him. “I have no reason to doubt what Armand told me. If Charlotte called Harlowe, and Harlowe went to where Charlotte is, then unless Charlotte knows something I do not, things are about to get very ugly, very fast.”

      Nicolas sat back. He tried to put himself in Charlotte’s mind, establish what she’d been thinking leading Harlowe into her safe haven. It didn’t compute, except he’d heard it in her voice on the phone. The angst. The exhaustion from waiting and waiting and waiting for something to change. “You’re sure about this?”

      “Sure as I can be.” Harper blinked hard. “Harlowe hasn’t answered mine or anyone’s calls. I tried her other phones, and same result. So I checked her office and turns out she’d left all of her devices behind. Unless she has a burner with a number she hasn’t given me, then she’s, at the moment, completely off the grid.” She spread her hands over the table without touching it and breathed deeply. “Do you, by chance, have a way of reaching Charlotte?”

      Nicolas nodded to himself, thinking. “I gave Charlotte a way of contacting me. She hasn’t, not since the first time, after you guys put her on the Titanic or whatever. But that satellite phone she called me on... can’t you just call that?”

      “If I call the family and tell them Harlowe is on the way, how exactly do you think that will play out?”

      Exactly as it should, he thought. “Right. I’m picking up what you’re putting down.”

      “I should fucking hope so,” she muttered and pivoted toward the window. “I have no choice but to return to the others now, but how I’m going to keep things together...”

      “So why are you telling me?”

      “You want Colleen home? Now’s the time.”

      Blood rushed from Nicolas’s face. “You’re giving me Colleen?”

      “I’m...” Harper tightened her mouth. “Yes. Before I leave.”

      “Feels a little early to be playing your only hand with me,” he said warily.

      “The situation has changed.” Harper dug in her handbag and pulled out a scrap of paper with a series of seemingly random numbers. She pushed the paper across the table but didn’t release it. “These coordinates take you to what will appear to just be an unremarkable field by the river, past Chalmette. I’ll be waiting for you at ten twenty. Not a minute earlier or later. If you’re not there, that’s not my problem.”

      “What’s in the field?” Nicolas asked, switching his focus between her and the paper. Half the numbers were covered by her thumb.

      “An entrance to a tunnel system that runs under the compound.”

      “Ahh, a trap. Sign me right the fuck up.”

      “It’s how we got everyone out without Harlowe taking notice,” Harper said, growing testier. “So far she hasn’t seemed to realize that’s how it was done. I know this because she hasn’t stationed any guards at these coordinates, and that would have been the first thing she did.” She pulled the paper back. “Ten twenty. We’ll need thirty-five minutes to traverse the tunnel, and the guard change happens at one minute to eleven. It takes exactly two minutes for that switch to occur. During that very narrow and precise window of time, there will be no one guarding the room where my sister is holding your aunt. You can bring one other person, in case Colleen needs additional aid, but no more, Nicolas. I’m not kidding. No more.”

      I need you, he heard Lauren plead. Her words played on repeat in his mind, never-ending. “I... I can’t go myself. But I’ll send someone I trust.”

      “Not gonna work for me.” Harper gave a tight head shake. “You and one other or no one, Nicolas. This isn’t up for debate.”

      “Now you’re just being difficult.”

      “You want her back or not?”

      “Of course I want her fucking back.” He rapped his knuckles on the underside of the table. If he told Lauren the plan, she’d tell him to go. She wouldn’t hesitate to tell him to go. But it wouldn’t be fair to ask her, and he sure as hell wasn’t laying any more stress at her door. If he brought his Glock and someone tough enough to cover his back, he could have Colleen home by midnight. Maybe. “I guess this is a ‘I go down, you go down,’ type of deal? We both have something to lose, and all that jazz?”

      “Now you’re cooking with gas.”

      “Fuck, okay, so... yeah, we take the tunnel like a bunch of fugitives, and then what?”

      “We’ll have perhaps two minutes to spare, and we wait. We wait for the guard switch, we get in, you get Colleen, and I take you back to the tunnels before anyone is the wiser. Everyone will, by then, have heard that I’ve left to follow Harlowe and won’t even know I’m still in town. Unless we fuck this up, but we’re not going to fuck this up. Are we?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Not a chance,” Harper repeated. She slid the paper to him. “I will kill you if you betray me. I don’t have any hang-ups about it like Harlowe does. No real reason for restraint and a thousand ways to cover my ass. I wouldn’t lose sleep over killing Lauren, either. Your son... hmm, that would give me pause. But it wouldn’t stop me.”

      Nicolas flexed his fingers to channel the sudden burst of rage. “Threaten me all you want, you crazy bitch, but you put Lauren’s name in your mouth? My son’s? You only think you know how that will go, Harper.”

      She smiled thinly. “Then we understand each other. Ten twenty or not at all.”

      Chelsea, he decided. Chelsea Sullivan was the toughest bitch he knew, and the only one of them not afraid of the LaViolettes. “I’ll be there with bells on.”

      

      Evangeline opened the door before he could. Her dark, coily hair was even wilder than usual, and her eyes were...

      Nicolas sagged. “Is it Lauren?”

      “She’s all right,” Evangeline said, using the same tone she used to when he was a boy and skinned his knee. She reached for him. “But she’s... look, we should sit down.”

      Nicolas wrenched away. “I’m not fucking sitting anywhere! Tell me!”

      Evangeline held up her hands. “The doctor is going to induce labor.”

      “What? Why?” Nicolas started for the stairs, but she yanked him back.

      “She’s not conscious, Nicolas.” She whispered the words. “Her blood pressure skyrocketed suddenly. No one knows what caused it. It’s not unusual with her condition, but it is a cause for concern.”

      “The fu—Jesus... Evie!” Nicolas dragged his hands through his hair and screamed silently. “There are no meds for this?”

      Evangeline regarded him with infuriating patience. “They’ve already been given. They can’t give her more without risking the baby, and her.”

      “I don’t... I don’t understand.” Nicolas staggered sideways. “I don’t understand what you’re telling me.”

      “Can we sit down?”

      “No!”

      “All right.” Evangeline nodded. “They’re going to watch her for twenty-four hours, but if she doesn’t improve, then they’ll have to induce. There’s no other choice.” She tentatively moved toward him. “There’s something else.”

      Nicolas gripped the banister, forcing himself to breathe. “There can’t be anything else.”

      “She recently amended her advance directive.”

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “You have one as well. It’s a medical will of sorts that outlines a person’s requests should they become unresponsive or... kept alive by machines or medication alone. The one she had on file previously listed no one as the decision maker on her behalf, but the one she asked Colin Sullivan to file last week lists you.”

      Nicolas pulled his hands down his face. “What does that mean?”

      “Hopefully nothing,” she said calmly, “but in the event Lauren meets with certain struggles and decisions have to be made, she’s left those choices to you.”

      “Why? Why would she do a thing like that?” Nicolas demanded. His vision blurred and there were two Evangelines, two chandeliers, two sets of doors.

      “I cannot say, exactly, but there is no deeper sign of trust than giving someone medical authority to make life or death decisions on your behalf. And while Lauren’s old AD had a DNR order, this one leaves things... open.”

      “DNR? Do not resuscitate?”

      Evangeline nodded. “In the old one, yes.”

      “And in this one, she wants me to decide her fate?”

      “Yes.” Evangeline offered a soft, gentle smile. “Nic, this also means, with her unconscious, it must be you who decides what measures are taken to save Lauren and her child. To make the impossible choice, if it comes to that.”

      “No. Noooo, you cannot be suggesting, do not fucking—”

      “We have every resource available to us to ensure it does not come to that, that it never comes to that, but you have to know these things. As Lauren’s medical power of attorney. As the father of her child. And... as the man who loves her. Now, I’m not about to go ask Lauren this, so I’ll ask you instead. Should we call Dan and let him know?”

      “Her father? No. Hell no. That’s the last thing she would want.” Nicolas dropped onto one of the stairs and wrapped his arms over his knees. He stuck his head between them, trying to find even a sliver of calm. She’d been fine when he left. Talking. Laughing. Flirting. “This can’t be happening.”

      “I know this is hard to hear. And I don’t claim to understand the nature of your relationship, but a woman does not leave any man in charge of her fate unless she trusts him to make the right choice.”

      Nicolas shook his head hard. “I won’t make any choice that takes her from me.”

      “Would you like to speak with her doctors?”

      Nicolas lifted his head and wiped his face on his folded arms. He glanced at his watch. Almost eight. “No, I have somewhere... doesn’t matter.” He wanted to tell her about Colleen, but he had to save his energy. And if he failed, he would break her heart all over again. “I want to be with Lauren. Can I do that? Is that... fucking allowed?”

      “Of course it is.” Evangeline gathered around him and helped him to his feet. “Of course. But you’ll need to stay calm. She needs your best self right now.”

      Nicolas nodded. “Yeah.” He thumbed his tears away. “Yeah.”

      He made his way up the stairs, barely even aware of his steps, his breaths. He wandered by instinct alone, trapped in a daze that he knew he must abandon before he walked into her room.

      Evangeline had said Lauren was unconscious, but it hadn’t prepared him for how still she looked. Like a wax figure waiting for the artist to add color. We were just talking. Laughing. Lauren.

      The whole room had been shifted around to become a birthing chamber. Furniture covered in white sheets, other pieces dragged near the bed to hold tray after tray of metal instruments.

      One of her doctors, Dr. Sattler, appeared from the bathroom. “Mrs. Deschanel. I’m glad you’re back. We need to discuss—”

      “Evangeline told me,” he said curtly. “You do whatever you have to do to save Lauren’s life. You have my permission to take whatever extraordinary measures are necessary to keep her with us. Call in the Voodoo priests, the Catholics, the pagans, the Scientologists, I don’t fucking care who. You do what you need to do to save her, and we’ll deal with the consequences of that later. That’s what you wanted to know, right?”

      “It’s not quite so simple—”

      “It is to me.” Nicolas nodded at the door. “Leave us.”

      “Mr. Deschanel—”

      “Leave us!” Nicolas screamed. He clenched to keep another down. “Leave us. I need to be alone with her.”

      “Sir.” Dr. Sattler nodded. “I’ll be in the hall.”

      Nicolas didn’t wait for the doctor to leave before climbing into the bed next to Lauren. He still felt her hand on his ass, her forehead touching his, the push and pull of all he sensed she wasn’t ready to say and might never be.

      He gathered her hands into his shaking ones and brought them to his mouth. “I love you, Lauren Weatherly. I can’t lose you. I won’t. Even if it means...” He stifled a sob. “I want him so badly. I already love him so much. But if they make me choose, Lauren, I can only pray you won’t hate me because I know my choice. It will always be you. Now. When we’re eighty and fighting like cranky old people. You. In whatever form you want to offer, I choose you. Let the rest of the world burn down around us for all I care.” His chin quivered as he leaned forward to plant a soft kiss on her mouth. “I have to go now, but it’s the last time... the last time I leave you. From now on, it’s us against the world. You and me, baby. It’s all we need. All we’ll ever need.”
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      In fairness, she’d only told Armand.

      In hindsight, she should have told no one.

      The mental assaults from her mother, from her grandmother, were almost impossible to block. Harlowe had, in the rush of things, failed to remember the direct heirs didn’t need phones to reach her. Both of them came at her with different but sympatico sentiments. Ruth Ann thought Harlowe should have disappeared Charlotte long ago. Scarlett believed Charlotte needed more time, that Harlowe had let too many good years of the girl’s development go to waste and the cost was patience. But neither wanted her to get on that ship.

      She’d had some foresight, though, because it would have been far worse had she not left her phones at the compound. Not that she’d have been allowed to secret them in anyway, for Charlotte had taken every precaution. She’d been searched no less than five times before even boarding the ship. Blindfolded and ear plugged from the moment she’d been picked up on the corner of Canal and Royal. Before her senses had been dulled, she’d noted more than a dozen men in the limousine, and even with her muffled hearing, she was certain she heard more by the time they ushered her up the gangplank.

      Harlowe was entirely alone, surrounded by people ordered to kill her at the slightest sign of resistance. But there was power, great power, in walking into a den of enemies who believed they’d already won.

      Hours passed. She wasted no sacred energy wondering where she was headed or attempting to read the seas with her limited hearing and obscured sense of direction. It didn’t matter. They could be on their way to Antarctica—unlikely, since the Sullivan messenger had told her to pack for warm weather—and it wouldn’t matter. Time and space were irrelevant to a LaViolette. One of many lessons Charlotte had failed to learn.

      It was still dark when they docked. Her blindfold stayed put, but her earplugs were removed, and the world around her came to life, palms dancing on humid breezes and katydids chirping their nocturnal song.

      Calculating time and circumstance, she was somewhere in the Caribbean.

      From the port, they took another ship. Another hour. For some time, they didn’t move at all, like they were lying in wait. For the first time, Harlowe’s confidence wavered. Charlotte wasn’t shrewd or cold enough to lure her into a trap, but there were others with her who were.

      Either way, Harlowe had an array of tricks up her sleeve and the mettle to use them all.

      She’s not a victim, Har. She’s part of it. Whatever demands they send, there’s only one thing they want, and Charlotte only thinks she’s in charge. She’s a pawn, to get to you.

      Harlowe’s life had been a series of discoveries, with but one stalwart constant.

      Harper.

      Her soul mate. Her confidante. And, yes, perhaps, her blind spot. But she could afford to be blind around the one person she could trust. Harlowe would not let the abuses against her sister stand. She owed Harper that and more.

      At last, she was taken off the smaller ship. Her arms were bound behind her, and armed guards—she rolled her eyes at the sound of their semi-automatics bouncing off their boots—led her down a dark, sandy path and stuffed her into a room that, judging from the mustiness of the air, was practically a closet. Her bindings were cut. The door locked behind her.

      “You can take that off,” Charlotte said. “Can’t see anything in here anyway.”

      Harlowe slowly untied the blindfold and let it fall into her lap. “This is quite a pickle you find yourself in, Adeline.”

      Charlotte was shrouded by the darkness, only her silhouette visible. “They treat you all right?”

      “Are we making small talk, love?”

      Her eldest daughter sighed in annoyance. Harlowe saw her own petulance reflected in the girl’s eyes, but there was so much of Llewellyn there as well. Too much. “The precautions were necessary, but I was clear you were not to be harmed.”

      “Ah, well, it should comfort you to know my kidnappers were perfect gentlemen.” Harlowe tipped her head. “Did I hear Julian out there? Your little cousin?”

      “You did,” Charlotte said evenly after a pause. “He’s the only other one who knows you’re here. If the others found out, I couldn’t keep you safe.”

      “As though you really care for my safety, darling?”

      “I...” Her voice wavered. “I loathe you, Harlowe, but I’m not a monster. I’m not you. I would end this war with peace, not more blood and violence. That’s your way, and I am not you.”

      “What a beautiful sentiment. Perhaps you’ll make a respectable lawyer yet.” Harlowe clapped her hands in amusement. Scarlett was right about one thing. She’d let Sophie Fontenot spend far too much influence on Charlotte.

      Only Harper knew she’d lured Sophie and Llewellyn out of Femme Forte, dangling a promise of seeing Charlotte. They were her ace in the hole, the hand she wouldn’t play unless she had to, though oh, how she wanted to! Even now, she lamented it had been mealy-mouthed Llewellyn and not strong, strapping Luther. It was his resistance to her charms that made him the perfect sire for her heir, but, alas...

      “I know you can’t understand peace and kindness, but, for once, you’re going to listen to me, Mother.”

      “Mother? Am I to understand your tactic is to love me with one hand and strike me with the other?”

      “Neither hand loves you,” Charlotte said through gritted teeth. “But I love my family. And I’ve grown to love many of the LaViolettes. You would sacrifice your own siblings, children, to get what you want, and I don’t... I don’t understand that. I’ve tried to. I’ve tried, in desperation, to put myself in your shoes and imagine a circumstance that would allow me to think like that. But I can’t because there isn’t one. There will never be one.”

      “And that’s why you’ll never be my heir, Charlotte. You’ll never have what it takes to make the decisions an heir must make to protect the family.”

      “What family, when they are all expendable to you?”

      “A lack of sentimental attachment does not equate to them being expendable. It only enables me to do what I must, when I must, without the burden of hesitation.” It was more explaining than Harlowe wanted to do, but to withhold, as she usually did, would not put Charlotte at ease, and Charlotte could not be handled if she was afraid.

      “You are a thorn in a patch of roses,” Charlotte said. Her silhouette shifted. “The longer we sit here, the greater the chance the others learn you’re here. I’ll be quick, and then you can return to your ship and give my offer some thought.”

      “An offer. Look at you. All grown up and negotiating with terrorists.”

      “Your word, not mine, but if the shoe fits...” Charlotte sighed. “Look, I don’t want a war or a rebellion. I didn’t ask to be pulled into either, but somehow I’ve become the centerpiece of both. The others, they don’t care what happens to you. And I... I shouldn’t, I know that, but if I can prevent more spilled blood, on either side, then I will.”

      Harlowe grinned in the darkness. “Is there a proposal in there or just a declaration of personal weakness?”

      “Any one of us can say this war is ended, but it will only hold weight if that comes from you. If you sign a treaty—”

      “Have you brought me to The Hague at the end of the nineteenth century, darling?”

      “It’s a bit over-the-top, I’ll admit, but I think, under the circumstances, yes, it should be in writing. Signed by you and by Nicolas.”

      “And why would I ever want to do that?”

      “Because no one can win this, Harlowe. Even if one side emerges a victor, it will have cost them everything. And underneath all that hardness and evildoing, I know you care about more than yourself. I know you love Anessa, hard as you’ve been on her. Adrien, for as much as you demean him and keep him boxed in. Even me, maybe.”

      “Was that the entirety of your sales pitch? Wish fulfillment?”

      “No.” Charlotte went quiet. Her shadows moved again, a series of nervous stretches and tics. “I’m offering myself in exchange. You can do whatever you want to me. Take me under your wing again. Make me your... slave. Throw me into the sea. The choice is yours. That will be in writing as well, so that I will be held to whatever fate you choose for me.”

      Now this, Harlowe had not been expecting. Charlotte was what she thought of as a weak-minded martyr, willing to wade into the waters of self-sacrifice, but only far enough not to drown. A theater of martyrdom.

      It would not be the first time she’d been wrong, but she’d be a fool to assume Charlotte was telling her everything.

      “It’s certainly an interesting offer,” Harlowe said, feigning a thoughtful lift in her voice, pretending to consider. “A most unexpected one.”

      “Isn’t that what you wanted all along? Me?”

      No, I wanted someone you will never be, not with all the time and grooming in the world.

      And now, I want something else.

      “Yes,” Harlowe said, affecting a proud edge to sell her hesitance. “That is what I’ve wanted all along.”

      Charlotte didn’t respond right away. When she did, she seemed to be trying—and failing—to hide a note of giddiness in her voice. “I’ll let you sleep on it. We can talk again in the morning.”

      Harlowe didn’t need sleep, or time, or deliberations. She hadn’t come to negotiate or compromise. She’d come for one thing, and to get it, all she had to do was play Charlotte’s little amateur game. “Let me just be sure I understand your proposal. I sign a treaty, promising...”

      “Promising no one else gets hurt. Colleen gets released. You leave Nicolas and his family alone. You leave my family alone. We agree that all that’s happened so far was no more than unavoidable collateral damage, an end to the vengeance. And in return, you can do whatever you want with me.”

      “Hm. Yes. I understand your terms now.”

      “Any... questions?”

      “Not as of yet, Charlotte, dear. You’ve certainly surprised me. Given me much to think about. I’ll need the time to reflect.”

      “Good, I... good. Good. I mean it, Harlowe, I just want things to end so everyone can go back to their lives.”

      Harlowe could barely restrain her glee. “Until morning, then.”

      “Until morning.” Charlotte stepped forward out of the darkness and rapped three times on the door. In the shift, Harlowe got a brief look at her daughter. Face flushed with danger. Eyes wild and full of the unknown. A fish swimming out of its depth, surrounded by sharks.

      Would it be enough discordance for what must come next? Enough susceptibility?

      Yes.

      It had to be, so it would.

      Until tomorrow, Adeline.
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      “You’re distracted, Nic. I have three boys. I know the quiet of a distracted man.”

      Chelsea walked ahead of him through the sparse field. There were no lights to direct their path, and since Harper had only mentioned discretion but nothing about flashlights, he refused to take chances. Besides, they’d studied the map ten times, traced the coordinates to an exact location twice as many. Two hundred paces in from the road was where the coordinates led, and unless he’d miscounted, they’d already walked a hundred and seventy-nine.

      “Because I’m counting, Chels, fuck.”

      “Counting what?’

      “Paces!”

      “Jesus. Chill.” Chelsea slowed for him to catch up. “How much farther?”

      “You aren’t counting?”

      “Why would I count when you are?”

      “We agreed we’d both count so we don’t fuck it up!”

      “Well, that’s just unnecessary and redundant.” Chelsea pulled something from her pocket and drew a sip. A flash of metal caught the moonlight as she held out the flask but quickly retracted it. “Ah, shit. Sorry, Nic.”

      “A hundred and ninety,” he said with a frustrated side glance.

      “So we are. Fabulous.” Chelsea dug her hands into her pocket and breathed deeply. “It’s a beautiful night.”

      “Really?” A hundred and ninety-three.

      “You don’t think Colleen deserves to come home on a beautiful night?”

      “Don’t think she’ll fucking care whether it’s a beautiful night or an ugly one.”

      “She’ll care. Nothing about that woman suggests she lacks appreciation for the finer details. Even in a crisis, her manicures are utter perfection.” Chelsea stumbled forward but caught herself. “What the—”

      “And that’ll be the hatch.” Nicolas checked his watch with a shiver: 10:18. Couldn’t have timed it much better. He patted his waistband at the back, where his Glock was safely tucked. Chelsea had two guns of her own, revolvers, and, unless she’d been joking, daggers strapped inside both boots.

      All he wanted was to hear Lauren’s voice. Even to text her and let her know he was all right. That everything would be all right. But Harper had sent him further instructions on the drive to Chalmette, and she’d taken the time to underline the one about no phones.

      Ten nineteen.

      “I know you feel good about this, but I don’t trust any LaViolette. And this cunt is Harlowe’s top lieutenant, her favorite sister. There’s no reason for her to help us, but there’re a thousand reasons to walk us into a trap. And we’re not even resisting.”

      “You’re strapped for guerilla warfare, Chels, what do you mean we’re not resisting?”

      “Revolvers only hold so many bullets before you have to reload.”

      “That’s why I have a semi-automatic tickling my ass.”

      “I should’ve taken Mason’s when he offered,” she muttered. “It’s ten twenty.”

      “She’ll be here.”

      “What are the chances she comes alone?” Chelsea snorted and took another swallow from her silver flask. “No, don’t take the bet, the odds are terrible.”

      “She’ll be here.” Nicolas rubbed his arms and glanced around the field. In the distance was the river, but there was nothing else as far as his vision could travel in the darkness. Harper would come. He couldn’t explain to Chelsea the fear he’d seen in the woman when she talked about her sister. All they had to do was make the guard change, grab Colleen, deliver her to The Gardens—where a team of healers was ready for her arrival, as well as Amelia—and return to Lauren. Simple steps. That’s all they were. One. Two. Three. Four.

      The hatch creaked and the heavy metal door swung open, landing on the grass. Harper peered up with a disheveled nod. “We’ll have to move fast to make up for the two minutes I lost trying to shut my mother up. Follow closely and try to mirror my steps or risk delays when you injure yourself. No speaking. No losing your shit over spiders or rats, of which there will be plenty. When we reach the stairs to the compound, I’ll check that the hall is clear, then I’ll signal for you to ascend and follow me to the room where she’s being held. You’ll grab her, come back through the tunnels, this time without me, and from there, the rest is on you. Leave the hatch door open. The moonlight might not seem like much, but without it, you’ll be completely blind. I’d ask if you have questions, but we don’t have time, so get in and be prepared to hustle.”

      Harper’s head disappeared. Nicolas nudged Chelsea to go on first and then quickly followed.

      A weak-bulbed flashlight bounced in front of Harper, who already had a considerable lead. Chelsea launched into a jog, muttering something about the rats, and Nicolas did the same.

      Without Chelsea’s bickering to distract him, his mind had nothing to contain it. He wondered if Lauren was awake. If she was struggling. He’d given very difficult but explicit instructions to the doctors in his absence, but if something happened, and he wasn’t there...

      “You’re falling behind!” Chelsea hissed. He couldn’t see her.

      Focus. Aunt C is ahead. Lauren is fine. She has Evie, the doctors, and all the healthcare money can buy.

      Nicolas repeated those words, over and over, until there was only his mantra and the darkness.

      He smacked into Chelsea and sent her falling into the damp wall. She cursed him under her breath as he righted her, but his attention immediately shifted to a set of stairs. “Where’s Harper?”

      “Where are you?” Chelsea whispered, exasperated. “Tell me what’s going on in your head.”

      “We’re not supposed to talk.”

      “We’re whispering, dumbass. And once we follow her up there? You better have your game face on, kid. So tell me what’s on your mind, let me help you, and then let’s get Colleen the fuck outta here. Capisce?”

      Nicolas crossed his arms and fixed his gaze on the stairs. “I don’t... I don’t want to talk about it. I used to think it was bullshit, what Ana used to say about speaking your fears into reality, but maybe it isn’t, and I can’t take that chance.”

      “Is it Lauren?”

      “What?” Nicolas tried on a dumbfounded look.

      Chelsea went to pat his arm, but it landed as a smack. “Evangeline made the phone rounds earlier. Told the Council.”

      “Why the fu—” He’d said too much.

      “Because your pretty lawyer girlfriend is carrying the heir, and that makes it Council business. You’re tired of hearing everyone talk about your unborn son like he’s a thing and not a person. Sorry. I get it. Lauren’s still young, though. Have more babies and they’ll probably care less about each subsequent one.” Chelsea sipped from her flask and sucked in through her teeth. “I brought three boys into the world on the same damn day, Nic. Three. Goddamn. Life-stealing. Ungrateful. Triplets. Ever really paid attention to what ten centimeters look like? No? Well, any woman who’s had a child could tell you without even pulling out the yardstick. Some women fantasize about pool boys? Pfft. Me, I fantasize about bladder control. But if I can do that? Lauren can do this. Trust me.”

      “Um. Thanks.” Nicolas grimaced. “Hey, there’s Harper.” He moved to the base of the stairs and saw her silhouette beckoning them up. “Come on.”

      

      Nicolas decided it was a good thing he’d been so focused on Lauren because it hadn’t allowed him to wonder about the state his aunt would be in.

      Harper hung back and guarded the door. She said nothing, her face an indecipherable map to nowhere.

      “Jesus Jumping Jack Christ,” Chelsea said on the back of a gasp. “I don’t understand how someone could be so physically fine and look like they’ve been in a plane crash.”

      “Cut the rope.” Nicolas’s voice deepened as the ever-present lump in his throat expanded. Aunt C. Please be in there still. He held on to Colleen as Chelsea sliced through the bindings at her feet, hands, and torso. When she was free, she simply toppled from the chair and into Nicolas’s arms.

      She wasn’t conscious. He tried to wake her, first with whispers, and then with a firm shake, but when neither worked, he didn’t have the heart for another attempt. Chelsea kneeled on the other side and nodded, but Nicolas shook his head. Dragging her out would take more time. He crouched low, and Chelsea helped him situate Colleen on his shoulder. Together, they lifted. She wasn’t half as heavy as he expected her to be, but she was limp, like a rag doll, and the dead weight sent him skittering for balance as Chelsea danced around him, hands out, waiting for disaster.

      “Gonna get you home, Aunt C. Yeah? Gonna get you home now,” he said and shifted her farther onto his back to distribute the weight.

      “Time’s up,” Harper said. “Hall’s clear. Go.”

      Chelsea widened her eyes at Nicolas and then darted ahead. At the doorway, she looked back and nodded and then stepped backward, checking both ways as she beckoned him out.

      Harper rushed past them and waved over her shoulder. They followed her across the hall and down another, back to the door they’d come up through. Chelsea disappeared inside, but Nicolas paused long enough to meet Harper’s eyes and say, “Thank you. I’ll uphold my end of the deal. You have my word.”

      Harper frowned at Colleen. “Yes, you will, though it won’t be gratitude you feel when you get a closer look at her. Some things cannot be healed.” She shut the door and bolted it from the outside, leaving him in the dark.

      “Can’t see a goddamn thing,” he said, trying to adjust Colleen to a better spot.

      “I’m right here,” Chelsea said, groping for him. Her hand landed on his and she squeezed. “I’m gonna guide you down. All right? When I step, you step. There you go. Yep, you got it. Just a few more.” At the bottom, she exhaled a heavy breath. “We can both take her now.”

      “Just go,” Nicolas said, straining. He staggered into motion. “Go!”

      Chelsea ran ahead but glanced back every few steps to make sure he was still close behind. Nicolas nearly dropped Colleen into a puddle so dingy it would have required a whole series of shots to address, but otherwise, they met no resistance on the way back. Not in the tunnels, not at the hatch, still open on the grass, and not on the harried walk to Chelsea’s truck, where Nicolas was sure their luck would finally catch up to them.

      His eyes were glued to Chelsea’s side-view mirror from the back seat, and he saw her doing the same in her rearview. Neither of them spoke as they pulled down the service road, and they both held their breaths as they passed the meandering drive that, if taken, would drop them at the compound.

      He couldn’t even bring himself to check on Colleen until they pulled onto the brightly lit North Claiborne.

      Colleen slept in his arms, still as a stone, but in her face was a torment so great he wanted to scream at her to shake it off, to wake the fuck up and be the pillar of strength she’d always been. Defeat whatever horror had hold of her as she’d defeated all other foes who had threatened, and failed, to take down the family.

      “Aunt C. Hey,” he whispered. He kissed her forehead, which was damp from sweat and the rank humidity of the tunnel. “It’s me. Your favorite nephew.”

      Chelsea met his eyes in the rearview. He shook his head. She sighed.

      “Amelia is going to be there when you wake up. And Evie. I’ll call her as soon as we get there. Uncle Noah. I bet you miss that big teddy bear, don’t you? Luther. Anyone you want. Everyone. Just like the way the family came together for Amelia.”

      “Nic,” Chelsea called back from the front seat. “Something’s bothering me.”

      “Other than the fact that Colleen has been brutally mentally tortured, and we have no idea yet how bad the damage is?”

      “Don’t be cute. I’m serious. I just feel like... and I can’t... can’t shake it. But I feel like that was too easy.”

      “Can this wait for a Council meeting?”

      “I don’t know... I don’t know... I can’t get it out of my head that it should have been so much harder to breach the compound. And Nicolas, now we know how to get in. We know what has to be one of their most well-guarded secrets. You really think they’re going to just let that go?”

      Nicolas’s heart wouldn’t calm. His breathing was worse. Chelsea wasn’t helping. “I’m not saying your concerns aren’t valid, only that perhaps this isn’t the damn time to do a full review of them.”

      “It’s probably the best time, while it’s fresh, while we can still adjust our plan.”

      “Adjust it how, Chelsea?”

      “I don’t know!” Chelsea slammed both hands against the wheel.

      “Well, they didn’t follow us.”

      “They don’t need to follow us. They know where we all live.”

      She was right, but he didn’t have it in him. He still hadn’t figured out how he was going to leave Colleen in the hands of others and hightail it back to Ophélie without losing what was left of his courage. “We have to take this one step at a time, Chels. There’s no other way.”

      “And what if Harper and Harlowe planned this all along? Torture Colleen, give us a way to get her back, make it seem like we’re all fucking friends?”

      “But why? Why would they do that?”

      “Because it’s been their mission for, I don’t know, centuries, to screw with your family.”

      “Our family. Sullivans are Deschanels too.”

      “Well, they didn’t know that when they decided to ruin your great-great-great grandfather’s legacy, so I’d like to think we’re exempt from their highway to hell.”

      “Sorry. You’re probably not.” Nicolas tried to comb Colleen’s filthy, matted hair with his fingers, but it was pointless. Amelia would know what to do. “Just... can we have this conversation after she’s safe? Please?”

      “I don’t like it,” Chelsea said, but that was her final word on the matter. She stepped on the gas. “Buckle up, princeling, and hold on to your auntie. Navigation says twenty-seven minutes, but we’re getting there in twenty or your money back.”
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      “You’re forgetting I could hear everything the two of you said, Charlotte.”

      Charlotte was fixed on the sea. Her thoughts carried upon the waves, crashing, receding, taking new forms. She heard Julian’s every objection. She didn’t even disagree. But she was too far down the path now to turn back.

      Julian kicked the ground and their bench swing returned to motion. “She didn’t sound like a woman beaten. She sounded like a woman who wants you to think she’s beaten.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      “I don’t know what you’re thinking. You’re shutting me out again.”

      Charlotte shook her head to clear her daze and turned toward him. “I’m sorry, Jules. It’s not for the reasons you think. I promise.”

      “I know.” Julian dipped his head toward her shoulder with a tender nudge. “But you don’t have to escape into your head anymore. You can if you really want to, but there’s no reason to.”

      Charlotte squeezed his hand with a thoughtful laugh. “Can you have ever imagined this is where we’d end up when you accepted the job in Paris?”

      Julian burst out laughing. “I have a colorful imagination, but it’s not that wild.”

      “Me neither.” With a trailing chuckle, she returned her gaze to the sea. “Wouldn’t have changed much, though. The LaViolettes have been waiting a long time for this moment.”

      “Not all of them.”

      “No, not all of them.”

      “And if you hadn’t gone to Paris, you wouldn’t have met Lawrence. You’re on a break, I know, but... he was your first real love, right?”

      If only Julian knew how much she’d been thinking about that very thing. Breaking up with Lawrence had seemed not only right in the moment but a forgone conclusion; an inevitability. And the relief that followed only strengthened her conviction that the pain she felt was unavoidable, like a speeding train hurtling toward the end of a track.

      But then why was everything inside of her screaming to take it back?

      “Yeah,” she replied with a quick smile. “But sometimes the right person can come into your life at the wrong time, you know? And there’s just too much hanging over us. Too much at stake. And if we fail, Jules, he’d be sacrificed. If I refused to do it, Harlowe would do it for me. I don’t doubt that for a minute.”

      “I really don’t think you should trust her.”

      “Has nothing to do with trust. I don’t. I couldn’t. Nor has she given me any reason to, but... this is the first real opportunity we’ve had to turn the tide in our favor, and I have to take the risk. I have to. All she needs is time and patience to twist things back to her liking, and the longer we laze about in the sun and sand, pretending like our loved ones aren’t fighting a very real battle back home, the more we weaponize her. I don’t want to squander this opportunity.”

      “I get that,” Julian said. His shoulders lifted with a deep inhale. “I do get it, Charlotte. I’m just afraid for you. I don’t know how that crazy woman could possibly manage to flip things around when she’s bound and gagged and under armed guard, but I don’t have a hard time believing she could.”

      “Believing she could is how we stay safe.” Charlotte turned her face toward the sun, breaking into dawn. A sailboat rounded the bend in the cliff, small enough for most to miss, but not anyone who’d been looking for it. “I think it’s time.” She’d set the meeting for sunrise, a good two hours before breakfast would be served in the dining room. Long enough for Charlotte to get Harlowe in, out, and return before she was missed.

      Julian handed her the stack of papers. They were crude, hand-written on printer paper with crooked handwriting, but once signed, would still be legally binding. There’d be no handshake deals. Harlowe would sign, or she would leave. “Don’t compromise. There isn’t one, and you know it. She agrees or she doesn’t agree, but we don’t negotiate. All or nothing.”

      “All or nothing.” Charlotte started to stand when a powerful thought seized her. “I need to ask something of you.”

      “Anything,” Julian said quickly. “Though why do I feel like you’re about to do something rash?”

      “Nothing rash, but if things don’t go to plan... if they go sideways, you know, and there’s danger? Don’t wait for me. Don’t try to help me. You run back to the main island and you tell everyone to get the hell out of here. And you make damn sure, Julian, that Lawrence is on that ship, and you’re there with him.”

      Julian lowered his eyes, nodding. “Of course I will. You know I will. But if you make me leave here without you, I’ll never forgive you.”

      Charlotte leaned over and kissed his cheek. Why did it feel so final? So resolved? Even the breeze felt different. “I know people think I’m reckless, but believe it or not, I don’t want it to end like this, either. But if she signs the treaty, then we have to accept whatever fate she decides for me.”

      “If she signs the treaty, I’ll kill her myself when the time is right.”

      Charlotte laughed. “Jules!”

      “What? You might accept a lifetime sentence with the nutter, but I don’t. I don’t accept it for you at all. You deserve better. I don’t think everyone really appreciates or even understands everything you’ve done, everything you’ve given up to protect our family. But I do. And so, yeah, if you sign that treaty, and she signs that treaty, and she steals your soul or whatever, just know that one day, Charlotte, you’ll see me again because I’ve found a way to free you.”

      

      Charlotte’s sense she was being watched had started on the swing. Her scattered glances hadn’t confirmed or denied anything. But the feeling followed her all the way to the guest cabana on the south island. By the time she was stuffed into the dark closet, her suspicion turned inward, and she spent her final few moments alone admonishing herself for indulging paranoia.

      The worst thing anyone could do around Harlowe LaViolette would be to come to her without all their wits about them.

      Julian was a room away, just a shared wall between them. She hadn’t realized he could hear everything from there, but it was fine. Good, even. She needed a witness to tell the story on her terms, and why shouldn’t it be the cousin who started this journey with her? The one who’d never given up on her?

      The closet door opened. Charlotte squinted against the intrusion of light, pushing her mother into harsh illumination, but it was gone before she could adjust. Harlowe, once more a part of the darkness.

      “Were you able to get any rest?” Charlotte asked. Her hands had started to fidget. She wound them together in front of her in a hard clasp.

      “Why wouldn’t I have?” Harlowe answered smoothly. “I didn’t lose sleep the night I carved David’s heart from his chest, so I’d wager it would take the world ending to steal my slumber.”

      “Right,” Charlotte said, rolling her eyes safe in the knowledge Harlowe wouldn’t see. “Did you consider my offer?”

      “Well, of course I did, darling. You asked me to.”

      Sweat began to bead at Charlotte’s temple. “And your thoughts?”

      “I have no shortage of them.”

      Charlotte’s throat started to itch. She scratched it, but the sensation worsened. “Would you... like to share some of them?”

      “First, I’m wondering, how is it the others don’t know that I’m here?” Harlowe laughed. “Or do they?”

      “They’re oblivious, that’s why.” Charlotte raked her nails up to her chin. “You should know. You created them.”

      “You give me more credit than I deserve, Charlotte.” Harlowe sounded amused. “I merely continued the traditions set by the women who came before me. There are no requirements to be a part of this family. Oh, I know it may seem that way to you, given how we deal with defectors, but there’s a difference between a defector and someone who wishes to live another life. Do you know what that difference is?”

      “Seems like you’re going to tell me either way.” Charlotte tried to quietly clear the clog in her throat. She glanced around for something to subtly fan herself with.

      “It takes more than control to keep a person in line. It’s not fear of my reprisal that kept Haywood and Hestia and Rosebud and the others loyal. It was everything they’d lose if they broke off.”

      “You’re suggesting...” Charlotte couldn’t finish without swallowing, but her mouth had been drained of moisture. “They stayed for the money?”

      “Money. Prestige. To leave the family is to leave the family. The only thing they would take with them is their name, which would be enough to open whatever doors they wished. But ah, then they’d have to work, wouldn’t they? The horror!”

      “You’ve never worked a day in your life.”

      Harlowe’s amusement made a hard shift to fury. “To the contrary, Adeline, I’ve never had a day off in my life.”

      “You only call me Adeline when you’re cross with me.” Charlotte grinned in the darkness. There was no joy in it, only a dark irony. “Perhaps I’m more your daughter than you would like me to be.”

      “You are my flesh and blood. The fruit of an intensive labor that had been years in the making,” Harlowe said slowly, wistfully, “but you are Sophie Llewellyn’s daughter. You’re a Fontenot. A Deschanel. Perhaps you could have been mine if I’d intervened sooner, but I miscalculated. My singular regret in life.”

      “I would apologize for disappointing you, but I’m not sorry.” Charlotte peeled her dress down to air her decolletage. There was no air pumping into the closet, but she hadn’t remembered it being so damn warm before.

      “No matter how disappointed I am,” Harlowe answered, “I would be even more so if you apologized to me for anything. Apologies are for those weak of mind and resolve. They defer and deflect responsibility, ascribing it to irrationality or capriciousness, but no one ever does anything they don’t mean. Not deep down. Not really. Either do or say the thing you want, or do not, but never backtrack, Charlotte. There is only forward.”

      “You’ve never bothered giving me advice before.” She wet her lips and slowed her breathing, trying not to cool herself by not thinking about the growing, sweltering heat of a room far too small.

      “You never asked me for any.”

      “Believe it or not, Harlowe, but I did try to learn from you. I did try to know you.”

      Harlowe’s chuckle had an acerbic edge. “From the day you came to the compound, darling, you were conspiring against me. The adorable part was you thinking I wouldn’t know.”

      “I won’t deny it, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t curious. That I didn’t want to know you and the others.” Charlotte mopped the sweat from her cleavage. She strained to clear her throat once more, but nothing gave.

      “Shall we break so you can get some water?”

      Shit. “No, no, it’s just warm in here. I’ll manage.”

      “Hm.” Harlowe commanded the subsequent silence. Charlotte let her because she was slowly losing her grip, descending into a chaos of discomfort. “Yes, I recall you wanting to know us. The unintended side effect of your being raised by a family who prioritized form over function.”

      “You mean a mother and father who raised me in love?”

      “There’s more than one way to love, Charlotte. Your mistake is allowing others to define it for you.”

      “Isn’t that what you’re trying to do right now?”

      “Not at all. The opposite really. You may have seen my instruction as cold, but you cannot teach toughness in a classroom. And I hadn’t the time to unwind over two decades of indoctrination using a gentler touch.”

      Charlotte couldn’t help laughing. “Do you even have a gentler touch?” She shook her head. “You don’t have to answer that. And all this bullshit about people staying for money. I don’t doubt that’s true for some of them, but Anessa? Adrien? You’d have never let them leave.”

      “My own children? Of course not. Anessa is my contingency, and Adrien knows too much. Their fates were written in the stars a long time ago, just like Harper’s and Haywood’s.”

      “But you just named Haywood in your example of people who choose to stay.”

      “Now, yes. The time to leave would have been years ago, long before I stepped into my role. Is this really how you want to spend your time, quibbling about the fates of the ones who left you to solve the problem they started? You speak of bullshit, well, what of that, Charlotte? They conspire against me, convince you to align with them, and drag you into the Caribbean to laze about and wait. Wait and wait and wait, for what? For others to solve their problems, like I always have. Like Scarlett always did. Like Ruth Ann always did. You’re not here with me because you want to be, you’re here with me because they left you no other choice. Because, like me, you know that no one else is going to step up. No one else is going to lead. You’ll have followers, but will you ever have partners? Can you honestly say any of them has given you cause to believe they would stand at your side, as your second or third?” Harlowe exhaled. “Lawrence would, which makes him a perfect choice for the altar. Your strength, Charlotte, your power comes from that sacrifice. Nearly every one of us, every last heir, had a moment or two where we questioned our ways, believing there was another path we could take, but that’s the lesson. The moment. The truth. There is no other way! There has never been another way. The crone giveth and taketh. We honor her, or we end. But only we bear the burden of continuing. The others will never, ever know all we do. For them.”

      Charlotte didn’t know how to respond to that. It was the closest she’d ever been to feeling like Harlowe was being straight with her. Not just commanding but revealing. A peek behind an iron curtain Charlotte tried and failed to pull back in her months at the compound. “But it’s not for them. It’s for you.”

      “If you really believe that, then I’ve failed you, daughter. In the worst of ways.”

      “I didn’t want to believe it, but the evidence speaks for itself.”

      “You place yourself on the wrong side of the table for this argument,” Harlowe said evenly. “But I ask you again, Charlotte, is this how you want to spend what little time we have left before I’m whisked away by your armed guards?”

      “No.” Charlotte breathed deeply. Sweat gathered around her mouth. She shoved her hands, now trembling, behind her. “You’re right. We don’t have time. I’ve brought the agreement with me. We can turn the light on, I guess, if you want to read it. I would. Want to read it, I mean. And though it’s not typed or on letterhead, it will still hold up legally, so...”

      “Do you not want to ask me why I was willing to come under such perilous conditions?”

      “I... I hadn’t... I suppose... I wasn’t sure you’d come, but...” Charlotte backed into a shelf to catch her breath. Spots dilated in the periphery of her vision, sending the room into deeper darkness.

      Harlowe’s heels clicked on the floor. “Are you not curious? Not even a little?”

      “I...” Charlotte struggled to take in air. She gripped her throat, clawing downward. What the hell was happening to her?

      “Would you like to? Know?”

      Charlotte nodded and shook her head in the same move, sliding down the shelf, to the floor. Her vision blinked in. Out. Her pulse vibrated her ears.

      “Ah. Well.” Harlowe’s shadow spread over her. Her face glowed at the edges. “I’d be happy to explain.”
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      Nicolas paced outside Colleen’s study at The Gardens, waiting with Chelsea. He should have left already. Lauren needed him. He hadn’t even had the courage to check his phone for an update. His mind felt like it had been shoved onto a tilt-a-whirl ride, the speed dial turned all the way up, everything in his life that mattered coming in and out of focus with every dizzying spin.

      But he had to know. He couldn’t leave until he knew.

      There were so many Deschanels with her. Amelia and Noah, of course. Luther and Ana and every healer within a hundred miles, except for Evangeline, who knew Colleen was safe but had promised to stay with Lauren until he was home.

      More than enough power to undo whatever had been done to his aunt.

      Except, it had been an hour. An hour.

      “Your impatience won’t change the outcome,” Chelsea said. She leaned into an heirloom cabinet, mindlessly swirling her flask with one hand. “If you want to go, I’ll keep you updated.”

      “I need to see her. I need to know.” Nicolas tilted his head toward the study doors. There were too many competing voices to discern any specifics. No reading emotion, either, because the word he picked up was edged with purpose. All business. “You didn’t see her, Chels. You didn’t see... it was like she... wasn’t even in there anymore.”

      “We have to trust the healers now, Nic. There’s nothing more you can do that you haven’t already done.”

      “I can’t accept that!” Nicolas yelled. He closed his eyes and regrouped. “I just need to be in there.”

      “You don’t need to be in there. The healers need room to work. Amelia and Noah are with her, holding her hands, and they’ll be there when she wakes.” She pointed her flask at him. “There’s nothing you can do anymore.”

      “When has that advice made anyone feel better?”

      “I know better than to think anything I’m gonna say will—”

      The study doors peeked open. Amelia, white hair piled atop her head, face flushed with exertion, looked behind her and then slipped out, closing the door before Nicolas could get a clear view inside.

      “Can we talk?” Amelia wasn’t looking at anyone when she asked the question.

      Chelsea tipped her head at Nicolas. “I’ll hang out here.”

      Nicolas nodded distractedly and followed Amelia down the hall and through the glass doors leading onto the screened veranda. Until he was standing outside, assailed by the abruptly gentle aroma of fresh florals, he hadn’t even realized it was raining.

      Pouring.

      Amelia rubbed the outside of her arms and faced away, into the garden. “It’s not good, Nic. I won’t lie to you.”

      Nicolas’s heart plummeted to the flagstones. “Mia, she’s not...”

      “No, no, she’s not. She’s very much...” Amelia’s shoulders swelled. “Other than a few cuts and bruises, and some dehydration, there was nothing physically wrong with her. But when she woke up, she started asking for Ben. She didn’t know who I was. She looked Luther dead in the eye and asked him to drop in on Ophelia and see if she needed anything.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe it will pass,” Nicolas said hopefully. He spread his hands over his face and tugged at the corners. “Maybe...”

      “Maybe,” Amelia said, turning. Her eyes were rimmed with red but dry. Few people had cause or circumstance to temper their emotions the way an empath, like Amelia, did, and she’d had no choice. Twice, she’d nearly died, locked in a prison her mind created to save her. Colleen didn’t have the same tools. “Maybe. My father certainly thinks so, but he’d be lost without her. He can’t believe anything else.”

      “And what...” Nicolas swallowed. Roses filled his lungs as he inhaled. “Do you believe?”

      “I can’t tell if you want the truth. I thought you would, but now I’m not sure.”

      “I don’t want it, but I need it. You need me to need it.” He straightened and shrugged his body. Braced for the worst. “So give it to me.”

      “She might come back, and I have to believe—I have to believe she can. But you and I both know...” Amelia shook her head with a sad smile. “We both know, Nic. She’s been struggling for a long time. There have been advances in Alzheimer’s research, but nothing definitive. Magic doesn’t work on the mind, it never has. Not ours. Whatever happened to her at the compound accelerated her decline enormously. Even if—when—she recovers from this, she’s not going to be who we remember.”

      Nicolas reached blindly for a chair and dropped into it. “This can’t be how it ends for her. For us.”

      “One chapter has closed, is all, and the next... my father will need time to come to terms with this reality, but when he does, he’ll retire, and they’ll figure out what comes after.” Amelia’s mouth tightened. Her eyes started to squint. “Fucking hell, Nicolas.”

      Nicolas leapt up and went to her, folding her against him right as she finally fell apart. Her face was on his shoulder as she sobbed; as he ran his hands in helpless circles over her back, rocking her where they stood. “We’ll get through it, Amelia. We’ll figure this out. I’m here for whatever you need, anything. Anything. You’re not alone.”

      Amelia wiped her eyes and stepped back. “I know. We’ll need each other now more than ever. Especially with Ashley... ah, Jesus Christ. Maybe it’s best it happened while she was gone. What if she never knows?”

      “I won’t even entertain the idea. She’s coming back to us, one way or another.”

      She sniffled and pulled some tissue from her pocket, dabbing her nose. “Yeah. But Luther and I have discussed it, and...” Her eyes fluttered closed. She swayed. “Look, Mom was going to step back as Magistrate. She’d been talking about it for months and thinking about it for longer. I don’t think she quite knew how to tell people, but she was getting there, inch by inch. And even if she hadn’t really meant it, she can’t come back like this. But we need the Council more than we ever have. Because...” She raised a shaking fist. “They’re going to pay for this. Every. Last. One. Of. Them. And I’ll use every last persuasive argument I can come up with to convince the Council we’re done playing nice, we’re done pretending like any of this was about diplomacy or patience.” She shuddered with a breath. “And if they refuse, then I’ll handle it myself.”

      “They won’t refuse,” Nicolas said, head shaking. “How could they?”

      “They won’t refuse,” Amelia said, drawing closer again. “Because you’re going to lead them.”

      Nicolas felt himself pale. Of course it would be him. Of course it would be now. Why did it feel like such a shock? “That can wait, Mia. It’s not urgent—”

      “Beg to differ, cousin. It’s never been more urgent than now, when they’ve taken our matriarch from us. When they’ve reduced her to a shell of her former self! My mother’s great strength has always been her foremost weakness. She always chose peace. Always chose the diplomatic path. But that is not the war we are fighting, Nicolas, not even a little. And if you cannot stand tall and be the leader she groomed you to be, then tell me now and I’ll do it. I have no desire to be Magistrate, never have, but I will do it because it must be done.”

      Nicolas crossed his arms and spun away. His thoughts returned to twenty-five years ago, when he played with Amelia and Ben in the gardens while Colleen and Noah watched, smiling, from the veranda. Every now and then, Colleen would wave and nod to show she was completely engrossed in whatever game they played. All the while, Nicolas would wonder when his real mother and father would come for him. Would want him.

      “She’s the only mother I’ve ever known,” he said distantly, eyes blurring until the pink and purple blossoms became one.

      “What’s that?”

      “Colleen.” He dropped his arms and turned back to face her. “She’s the only mother I’ve ever known. So yeah, I’ll do it. For her. For Aunt C.”

      Amelia smiled. “Aunt Mom.”

      He smiled back, but even the tug of his mouth spreading left him powerfully empty. “Aunt Mom.”

      “She loves you, Nic. Like a son. It’s always been so obvious to anyone paying attention.” Amelia sucked her lips inward. “I’ll have Imogen call the others. We can probably be ready to assemble around one?”

      “Tonight?” Nicolas recoiled. “I have to get back to Lauren. I’ve already been gone way too long, and even if... Evangeline is there, and she’d have to leave her... no. Tomorrow. Another time. It can’t be tonight.”

      “The family needs a Magistrate now. Not tomorrow. Not another time. We can send Ana to trade places with Evangeline. Is there anyone you trust the way you trust her?”

      It wasn’t a question requiring an answer, but he gave one anyway. “One. Sharp. Not a minute later. We do the ceremony, and then we do the rest fucking later, okay? I have to...” Everything sharpened at once and then disappeared altogether.

      The next thing he remembered, he was lying on the flagstones, staring up at a horrified Amelia.

      “Aria, we need water out here!”

      “I’m fine—”

      “You’re not fine, Nic. You’re not remotely fine, and you have every reason to fall apart, but we just need to get through tonight, okay? We’ll save the rest for later, like you said.”

      Nicolas closed his eyes and nodded. The world began to spin again.

      “Breathe. Slowly in. Yes. Slowly out. Nic, stay with me and my voice. In. Yes, slowly. Good. Out. In... out... in... slower... yes... everything will be fine. It will all be fine... because it has to be. It has to be... we have to be because when shit hits the fan, it falls to us now. You and me. So breathe. Breathe, and let’s go into the Council Chambers, do what needs to be done, and get you home.”
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      It had all been building.

      Building, building.

      How many years? Enough. More than enough.

      Scarlett had said something once, something that had stuck with Harlowe over the long, arduous years.

      While others will see a woman who has everything and gives none, you will live the life of a woman who is possessed of none and gives all.

      Harlowe had never quite felt like she had none, but the sentiment stood. No one, no one, not even her beloved Harper, the true love of her life—oh, would Harper ever forgive this? Not likely, not likely—understood the degree of isolation, the utter absence of warmth that others saw as her unfailing strength but was more truly a shield.

      But when, exactly, had Harlowe decided the only path to the optimal outcome required the ultimate sacrifice?

      If asked, she would offer knowing glances, the ones others took to mean she saw all. Planned all. And it wasn’t even that it was untrue, but rather, not the whole truth.

      No, it had certainly been building, even before Paris.

      But Harlowe hadn’t been resolved in the matter until she’d listened to Charlotte plead for peace. There was no other way. No amount of teaching, indoctrination, or even torture. She’d left her daughter to wilt on the vine when she’d let Sophie raise her, and this was the cost.

      Love, as she’d told Charlotte, came in many forms, some harder to recognize than others.

      No one would ever, ever reflect on what was coming in the next few minutes and call it love, but it was. It was perhaps the most loving thing Harlowe had ever done.

      She would not be remembered for her warmth, no, but she would be forever known as the one who saved the LaViolette legacy.

      Harlowe could live with that.

      More importantly, she could die with that.

      

      Charlotte’s rage started well before Harlowe was rudely shoved into the dark closet. Like Harlowe’s plan, it had been building, building. It should have taken more to get her there. What a disappointment that it hadn’t taken more! But it would do.

      Harlowe towered over her eldest daughter, watching her pant and wheeze, curled into a fetal roll. She said nothing, letting the silence coil itself around Charlotte’s soon-to-be-unrestrained anger.

      Eyes never leaving her daughter, Harlowe floated her hands to her sides and called upon her magic to stand for her, one last time. Stand tall and proud and perfect.

      The door flapped open, slamming into a shelf. The guards beyond, caught quite unawares, fussed around like buzzing bees trying to decide what to do, and it was just enough time for her to drag Lawrence into the closet with the invisible hand controlled by her mind. Once he was inside, choking and sputtering, Harlowe commanded the door to close and lock.

      “Charlotte!” Someone pounded on the far wall. “Charlotte, what’s happening?”

      “Don’t listen to him, darling. There are other voices, stronger ones, more deserving of your attention. Can you hear them?”

      “Harlowe, lea—” Lawrence tried to stand, but Harlowe crushed her fist through the air, caving his windpipe.

      Charlotte covered her eyes and whimpered. Her entire body heaved with each violent breath she took in, released.

      “Ms. Fontenot, can you hear us?” Pounding. This time the door. “If you don’t respond, we’re breaking down the door!”

      Harlowe reached down and smoothed Charlotte’s sweaty hair back, revealing eyes full of raw, undiscovered power. “Can you hear them, Charlotte? If you cannot, you only need to listen! They’ve been with you all along. They were with you all those years with the Fontenots. They were with you when you left for law school. When you lost your dear Annette. When you came to Colleen Deschanel, desperate for purpose. When you met this darling boy in Paris and fell in love for the first time. They’ve been with you ever since, they’ll be with you for the rest of their days, and they’re with you now. Can you hear them? Our ancestors, showing you the way?”

      “Char—” Lawrence rasped as he dragged himself across the floor and shoved Harlowe, hard enough to knock her into the shelf. In response, she sent him flying into the door. She’d have liked to add a little more oomph to the gesture, but she needed him alive or she’d never get Charlotte over the threshold. Besides, it had taken so much of her energy just to lure him to the smaller island.

      More door pounding. More of that pitiful little thing, Julian, screaming, except now he was with the guards. All their threats were so meaningless.

      Her only enemy was time. She had to move things along.

      “Sophie and Llewellyn are, as we speak, being readied for death. The stage is set, the knives sharpened, and drawers have been cleaned and prepared just for their hearts.” It wasn’t true, but Charlotte didn’t need or want the truth. She never had. “I would offer to call them, for you to say goodbye, but I wasn’t allowed to bring any of my phones with me.”

      “No... no, no...” Charlotte moaned and twitched. Her face had turned so red Harlowe might have called a doctor if she hadn’t known exactly what was happening. “Harlowe, no, please... me... take me... not them...”

      Lawrence gasped and made a sound that was part scream, part growl.

      “It’s too late. Everything is ready. And it didn’t have to end this way, but it will, because of you.” Harlowe stood. “Because of you, your mother and father will die. Are dying at this very moment.”

      “No!” Charlotte thrashed on the ground, her face peeled back in straining anger. Her feet kicked in all directions. It had been like this for Harlowe too, when her time had come, but it had happened far, far sooner. “I won’t let you hurt them!”

      “Joining them will be the beautiful, fair-haired Lawrence.” Harlowe sighed whimsically. “Oh, this one is especially delightful, for I remember the day Lawrence was born. What a lovely baby he was. Happy. Never cried. I declined to be his godmother because Ruth Ann had seen this day. Well, maybe not this exact day, but one like it, where I would hold his life in my hands and choose to end it. For you.” Harlowe shot a hand out and whipped Lawrence into the far wall.

      “Lawry, no! Stop this! Harlowe, stop it!” Charlotte arched forward and landed on her knees with a snap. Her head fell back, mouth parting with a soundless cry. She rocked forward with every damning breath. “Harlowe, you don’t... have to... you don’t... you fucking bitch.” Her erratic breathing stopped. The rocking stopped. She turned her head like it was on a swivel and peeled her lips back. “You fucking bitch.”

      Harlowe reared back with a deep grin. “Oh, there are you are, Adeline.” She stepped back to allow her daughter to stand. To arrive.

      Charlotte stumbled to her feet, hands flung wide, head swinging like a lion assessing its prey. Her nose flared with each stroke of her pulse. Her shoulders dropped and pulled back.

      Harlowe choked out a laugh. Despite driving Charlotte to this very edge, she still couldn’t believe the girl was there. “You’re going to be so beautiful when you arrive.”

      Charlotte lunged forward with a deep, guttural growl. Her teeth gnashed.

      And she was beautiful. Already, she was absolutely blissfully stunning.

      What more would she inherit from her mother? Some of it? All of it? Once upon a time, Harlowe had failed to sacrifice her sister, her heart, throwing the future of their legacy into an unresolved question mark. Harlowe’s death would split her power between Harper and Charlotte, but there was no telling who would inherit what.

      Harper would, if the ancestors were on their side, inherit enough to carry the torch.

      She would mold Charlotte into the savage queen required to finish what the original Charlotte Deschanel had started, all those generations ago.

      Julian pleaded. The guards deliberated. Lawrence fought, straining, grunting.

      Harlowe’s hand twitched again and Lawrence lifted up off the ground. He clawed at his throat, where the invisible hold crushed his voice, his breath, and if Charlotte did not act soon, his life. “I regret only that you could not watch the last drop of blood drain from Sophie, from Llewellyn, as the LaViolettes sip their wines and applaud their entertainment. But this morning, I give you a gift. A gesture. I will kill him for you, Charlotte, so that you do not have to. Don’t say I never did anything for you.” She cocked her wrist and Lawrence’s thrashing stopped. His head lolled to the side. Harlowe dropped him.

      Charlotte’s head whipped toward where he’d landed in a crumpled heap. Her eyes darted between Harlowe and Lawrence, back and forth, back and forth, her body swaying, starting to stand. Her tongue flitted between her lips, traveling to the edges.

      And here it was.

      The end.

      Harper, forgive me. Avenge me. Remember me.

      “He’s dead, Charlotte,” Harlowe taunted. A lie. “You acted too late. Like always, you sat there, deliberating, ruminating, wasting the last precious seconds of his life—”

      Harlowe’s breath caught. It was the last one she would ever take. And though she’d never get to tell Harper, tell anyone, these final seconds of her life were the most rewarding of all. The most beautiful. The most perfect.

      She hadn’t failed. Oh, sweet ancestors, she hadn’t failed.

      Charlotte raised her fist and squeezed so hard her own blood ran down her wrists, falling in fat droplets. She bared her teeth and gritted her jaw, twitching and stretching. Her mouth trembled, flickering between a smile and a scowl, the sounds emanating from her belly a mix of laughter and carnal violence.

      A soul-eater then. Ahh, the ancestors have not just shown up, they have come bearing gifts. They have shown their approval. We have prevailed. Oh, Charlotte, it’s greater than anything I ever could have imagined for you, my love. You’re—

      Every last bit of heat within Harlowe winked out. The cold was immense, untenable. She never even had time to shiver. The ice spread across the surface of her flesh so fast she hardly registered the moment her soul left her body.

      “YOU... ARE... NOTHING!” Charlotte screamed, arms stretched wide, mouth so far open it came unhinged.

      The very last thing Harlowe saw was the shattering of her hands, her feet, her—
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      Harper sat in her sister’s favorite chair, drinking her sister’s favorite whiskey.

      All her calls and texts remained unanswered. Nothing but resistance when she tried to forge the bridge to their telepathic bond.

      Of course, it all made sense now that she’d read the letter.

      Harper forgive me. Avenge me. Remember me.

      With love.

      Harlowe was not one to wax poetic. If she’d chosen these words, they were intentional. Final. She’d never revealed any of those thoughts to Harper, which meant she’d never shared them with anyone.

      Scarlett was no help. She’d embraced the life of a pensioner a little too well, with her sunny fascinators and derby dresses that she cycled through for breakfast, lunch, and supper. Her entire language had become charming but useless riddles that made her sound more like a hack psychic from the television than the formidable woman who hadn’t even flinched when she’d carved out the heart of her first love. What will be, will be, she mused. All will be revealed. Time will offer you the explanations you seek.

      Ruth Ann? Even worse. Harlowe knows what she’s doing.

      Grandmother, she’s not in her right mind! Does this read like a woman possessed of all her faculties?

      It is not for me, nor you, to question Harlowe’s choices as heir. They are above and beyond all reproach. And yes, even if that choice involves self-sacrifice.

      Are you not remotely worried?

      My heart shatters, Ruth Ann had said wryly.

      Harper would’ve expected these reactions from most LaViolettes, but their grandmother? Their mother?

      Was nothing real sacred?

      She’d ventured into the crypts, searching for answers. Even that felt... wrong, after she’d let Nicolas and Chelsea in on a secret most LaViolettes didn’t even know about. Releasing Colleen felt like the only bargaining chip she had, and now the Deschanels weren’t even the leading threat to her sister.

      Harlowe. Please stop shutting me out. If you leave me without so much as a proper goodbye, I will never forgive you.

      Harper set the bottle aside and made her way to the room where Colleen had been held. Armand had moved their new prisoners there earlier in the day, on her order, though at the time she hadn’t even understood why she’d made the request. Harlowe’s only instruction had been to keep them under watch, so why had Harper brought them to the very same room where her sister had tortured Colleen’s mind right out of her?

      On some level, she knew.

      Had known when she gave the order.

      And knew it still as she marched down the hall, her great-grandmother’s dagger clutched at her side.

      Halfway there, she felt it.

      She fucking felt it.

      The sensation, like a punch of air to every inch of her, sent her reeling, ping-ponging from one wall to the next. She swallowed a gulp of air and continued on, but the force of whatever had hit her—no, not whatever, it was Harlowe, she was dead, she was gone—send her hurtling to her knees. One of the staff came out and started asking her all the right questions, but the last thing on Harper’s mind as she absorbed her sister’s power, what was left of Harlowe LaViolette, was answers.

      Charlotte. Fucking Charlotte. Harlowe had spoken of nothing but her arrival for years, and now the ungrateful little bitch and her band of disorganized rebels had taken down the most powerful woman in New Orleans.

      There would be no peace.

      Harper barreled down the hall, charged with purpose. She jammed the lock in the door, dropping the keys twice before getting it open. It sprang wide, bouncing off the stone and catching the back of her foot as she rushed in, blind with the hundreds of words and experiences and memories and feelings trailing her, swaddling her.

      Her prisoners twitched to life, moaning under their gags. Their chairs rocked on the stones, a desperate little dirge that made Harper happy for some reason, happier than she had any right to be in a world without her soul mate.

      Harper had no grand speech for them. Only a message. “Llewellyn, you should have been strong enough to resist her. This was never going to end in any way but this.” She flashed her dagger across his neck, continuing the slash to deliver the same fate to Sophie, their entire lives reduced to gurgling and sputtering on someone else’s floor.

      As an afterthought, she used her dagger to take a souvenir from Llewellyn.

      She wished she could savor her kills. So much in life had been experienced with the edges muted, never wanting for anything and so never appreciating what she had. They weren’t the first lives Harper had taken, but she had not amassed a body count worthy of the apathy she carried with her into the hall and down the steps into the crypt.

      Numb, she ripped two torches from the baskets and dipped them both in the eternal flame. Then she shoved the pit onto its side, watching long enough to be satisfied it would spread without her aid.

      Both torches held high, Harper screamed her battle cry on the ascent back into the compound. So many had gathered in the halls. At the sight of her, most fled, but a few lingered, including Armand, the little sociopath. Utterly bereft of a moral compass, he was the only one of Harlowe’s children with a dark enough heart to take her place, but he was greedy and weak, and oh, how she hoped he went down with the rest of them.

      Harper spread her flames on anything that would ignite. Portraits, chairs, tables, tapestries. She sang and screamed and danced, oblivious to the aghast questions and demands from anyone stupid enough to stay in her warpath.

      Room to room to room she went, peppering death and destruction. The terror spread to the fields outside, where she saw, through a window, many gathered, huddled in horror, holding each other like any of it mattered.

      Did they not understand the process of rebirth?

      Of a phoenix, rising from the ashes?

      Come back to me!

      Some time later, she stumbled into the grass and parked herself under a tree. Not just any tree, but her favorite. An ancient magnolia she and Harlowe used to climb as girls. Harlowe could climb twice as high, and ah, how fearless she’d been! Dangling from high branches, taunting the ground to rush up and swallow her. There, they’d danced and laughed, oblivious to the future.

      Harper squeezed the tears from her eyes as she laughed, as the world their ancestors had toiled to build came to an end.

      No, not an end.

      A beginning.

      A kingdom built upon a legacy of ash.

      I remember you.

      I avenge you.

      I forgive you.
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      As it turned out, Uncle Luther had been right when he said there was no joy in being right. No reward in I told you so.

      Julian had known inviting Harlowe to parley would backfire, he just hadn’t foreseen how quickly, and badly, it would fall apart.

      All around him were fallen guards. Two were dead, the rest were... something else. They couldn’t be roused from their stupors no matter what he did, so he stole one of their guns—holding it out in front of him like a stinking diaper—and tried to remember how to use it.

      He dropped it again and hopped away when he realized the only villain in the vicinity was dead.

      Dead didn’t quite describe what had happened to Harlowe, though, and Julian was confident he lacked the imagination to bring it to life when the inevitable questions came like a firing squad. She’d turned to ice, shattered, and melted away seemed insufficient to inspire trust in his accounting of things.

      Even less believable would be when he tried to tell them Charlotte was responsible.

      He stepped carefully into the closet, which now had only two complete walls. What had happened to the others, serrated and gaping, seemed the least important detail in a sea of circumstances he’d need to catalogue, memorize, and assess later.

      It was only a matter of time before the LaViolettes sipping their expensive teas came rushing over, clutching their pearls.

      There were no longer any signs of Harlowe at all, save the discarded blindfold and bindings on the floor by what was left of the door. Oh, and the swiftly drying puddle. If he wanted to say she’d never been there, that would be far more believable than what had actually transpired.

      Both Charlotte and Lawrence were crumpled on the floor. He checked Charlotte first, his heart pounding recklessly, relieved to watch her chest rising and falling. Lawrence was next. The man was still–too still. He watched for breathing, but with his own fear throbbing beyond his eyes, nothing made sense. Tentatively, he reached for Lawrence’s hand and turned it over. Felt for a pulse.

      It took a minute, but it was there. Faint, but there.

      Julian pushed back to his feet. Hands wound in his hair in helpless disarray, he looked around, wondering how the hell he was going to fix this by himself.

      A guard appeared in the door. “What the hell just happened?”

      “There’s nothing I could say that you’d understand,” Julian muttered. He closed his eyes, wincing. Think! “Are you... you okay?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t fucking know, man.” The guard glanced back, shaking his head.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Jeffrey.”

      “Jeffrey, are any of the others awake?”

      “Ah...” Jeffrey spun with a helpless squint. “No. No, they’re not. Are they dead? Should I check to see if they’re dead?”

      “Two are dead. Couldn’t tell you what’s going on with the others,” Julian said. He screwed his jaw back and forth, thinking. “Jeffrey, is that sailboat still out there?”

      It was a stupid question—of course it was still out there—but Jeffrey considered it with unwarranted seriousness. “The sailboat! I’ll check.”

      “No, just...” Julian shook his head. “Stay. Help me.”

      “Do what?”

      “Can you lift Lawrence? The man?”

      “Maybe. Yeah.”

      Could Julian lift Charlotte? That was the real question. He’d never pressed weights a day in his life and wasn’t the type to try and get all the groceries inside in one go. You will because you must.

      “All right,” Julian said quickly, as much for himself as Jeffrey. “You’re going to take him, I’ll take her, and we’re going straight to the sailboat. There are other guards there?”

      “Uh...” Jeffrey blinked hard. His upper lip peeled back. “Yes. A few. Sorry. My head is spinning. A few on the sailboat and more on the ship.”

      “How quickly can they depart once we’re on board?”

      “As quickly as we tell them to. It’s a sailboat, not a warship.”

      Might become one. “Cool. Great. Awesome. Go. I’ll be right behind you. If I’m not, come back and help me.”

      Jeffrey spurred into action like an activated soldier, his troublesome head doing nothing to slow him. He had Lawrence over his shoulders and out the door before Julian had even decided on a strategy.

      Charlotte stirred. She mumbled unintelligible things he could not discern and had no desire to. Charlotte had killed Harlowe, in the most horrifying fashion, and there was no reason to believe she was done. He’d never imagined being afraid of her, but he was. There were too many questions for him to go assuming the answers.

      “Gonna get you out of here, Char,” Julian whispered. He felt silly for it. Who could hear? Who but the waning spirit of the woman who had pushed Charlotte over the edge?

      Julian draped one of her arms over his shoulder and hugged her from the side. With a grunt, he pushed them both to their feet, but she offered no help, dragging beside him as he inched out of the room.

      He’d barely made it out of the building and onto the path before someone who was definitely not Jeffrey blocked his way.

      Anessa.

      “Shit,” he hissed under his breath. “Look—”

      “Save your breath. I’m here to help.” Anessa nudged herself under Charlotte’s other side. “Where are we going?”

      “What do you mean help?”

      “I told Charlotte before, if she has a plan, I’m in. She’s gotta be insane bringing Mom here, but... where is she, anyway?”

      Shattered. “Uh, long story. We need to get out of here now though. Like right now.”

      “Yeah, if I could hear whatever’s going on here from the land bridge, I’m sure they’ve heard something at the compound, too.”

      Jeffrey jogged up, panting. Without a word, he scooped Charlotte up, tossed her over his shoulder, and ran. Anessa darted off after the guard.

      He was too exhausted to do anything but follow, hobbling down a path toward a future he couldn’t remotely predict, next to a woman he wouldn’t trust to tell him the time.

      Julian Fontenot had sworn to save his family or die trying, and as he stared at the sailboat bobbing in the sea, forcing himself not to look back, he decided both options came with equally compelling odds.
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      “In power, obligation.”

      “In obligation, commitment.”

      “In commitment, solidarity.”

      “In solidarity, enlightenment.”

      “And the Council also lives under governance, through enlightenment.”

      Luther led them in the recitation of the vows, but it was Nicolas he turned to when finished. “We haven’t sworn anyone into this role in over thirty years. Even then, it was but the second time we ever had to, for there have only ever been Ophelia and Colleen. So, without due ceremony, and given the rather bleak circumstances and the need to return to our loved ones with haste, I propose the Council simply go around and give their verbal support of you as our new Magistrate. Will this suit you, Nicolas?”

      Nicolas’s head bounced in a shivering nod. He had both hands wedged between his legs, but it did nothing to stop his incessant need to rock in his seat. “Yes.”

      Luther went around the table. “Jasper?”

      “Aye,” Jasper said, eyes brimming with tears.

      “Pansy?”

      “Of course. Bless us all.” Pansy crossed herself and bowed her head.

      “Imogen?”

      “You know I support Colleen’s choice.” She noted her answer in the recorded minutes.

      “Chelsea?”

      “Yeah. Nic all the way.”

      “Connor?”

      Connor nodded.

      “Need to hear you say it,” Luther said.

      “Sure. Right. Yes.”

      “Evangeline?”

      “Though we may not have a long chain of passing batons, it was Ophelia who decided Colleen should succeed her, and Colleen has made it clear Nicolas is her successor,” Evangeline said, staring at the drink tray on the table. “So yes. Nicolas should be our new Magistrate. And for the first time ever, the heir will be sitting in the top Council spot.”

      Luther nodded. “And I, too, support the ascension of Nicolas, and thus, we are in accord, and the matter is decided.”

      “Agreement reached and recorded at twelve past one a.m.,” Imogen said.

      “We’ll meet again soon,” Nicolas said, his first words as Magistrate. It was unfathomable. Far, far too soon and under circumstances he never could have imagined. He tented his hands under his chin, forcing himself to focus. “But before we adjourn, we have one more item that needs to be handled tonight. Amelia.” He nodded at his cousin, who sat on the other side of Evangeline, head bowed low. Her hair fell over her face like a veil. “With me moving into the Magistrate role, it leaves a vacancy. And, uh, yeah, Amelia is the one. She’s the choice. I could go around asking y’all if it’s what you really want, but we all agreed before we came in this room, so I’ll spare us the pointless debate. Amelia, repeat after me.”

      Nicolas read the vows in a daze, and Amelia reiterated them with the same energy. When it was done, Imogen recorded it in the minutes, and the meeting was ended.

      In less than twenty minutes, Nicolas’s entire life had changed.

      “Nicolas,” Evangeline ventured when everyone else had left except for herself, Nicolas, and Amelia. “I know you’re in a hurry to get back to Lauren, but I haven’t yet a chance to properly thank you, and I wanted to do it before things escalate and I lose the chance. So thank you. I could never thank you enough for what you did to bring her home.” She reached for his hands across the table, and, after a pause, he gave them to her. “Because of you, I still have my Leena.”

      Nicolas bowed his head. “It should never have happened in the first place, Aunt E.”

      “No, but that is not your fault. If it was, I would tell you.”

      Amelia wiped her eyes and laughed. “You know she would.”

      “Yeah.” Nicolas started to push back from the table, but Evangeline didn’t release his hands.

      “You will not bear this burden, Nicolas. At least not alone. She would not want that. I do not want that. No one wants that. This war started a hundred and fifty years ago, and it took us a while to catch up to the front lines, but we’re here now.”

      “We’re gonna end this war, Nic. By whatever means possible,” Amelia added. She leaned in. “We’re done taking the high road. I’m ready to help however we move forward.”

      Nicolas’s brows furrowed as he processed the odds that the fiercest pacifist he knew—a usually humorous anachronism when considering she’d married an underground pugilist—was advocating for blowing their enemies to kingdom come. “Tomorrow. Come to Ophélie if you can, and we’ll talk. Figure out a plan to take to the Council.”

      “I’ll already be there,” Evangeline said. “What, did you think you were going home alone?”

      Jasper marched in, holding up his phone. “You need to read this.”

      “Send it to me,” Nicolas said, sighing, exhausted. “I’ll look at it later.”

      “Now,” Jasper emphasized. He leaned over Nicolas and set the phone in front of him.

      Nicolas squinted at the bright screen in the dark Council room. “What am I looking at, other than these news alerts that keep popping up?”

      “The news alerts are what you need to see!”

      “All right.” Nicolas swung his gaze back to the phone. He wiped his eyes, his mind already crawling into bed beside Lauren. “What is this... eh, fire wracks massive billionaire compound...” He looked up. Jasper nodded at him to keep reading. “Esteemed New Orleans billionaire Harlowe LaViolette’s thirty-million-dollar compound near Chalmette is lighting up the riverbank.” Nicolas sputtered. “What the fuck?”

      “My God,” Amelia whispered. “Was it one of us?”

      Nicolas had no fathomable clue who was behind it, but he was positive Harlowe’s compound fire wasn’t an accident. He knew it in his bones. And if it wasn’t an accident, then there’d been an escalation.

      He leapt out of Colleen’s chair like it was on fire and made for the doors. He needed to get to his phone. There’d been nothing from Ophélie before the meeting, but with Amelia and Evangeline both at The Gardens, there’d be no one to send reports.

      Richard would have called. And if it was serious, he’d have called Aria and made her break the doors down to get to him.

      He punched the numbers into the safe and ripped his phone out, expecting the same lack of news as before.

      There was one text message. Short, simple, but unmistakable.

      Nicolas gripped his belly with a gasping breath. Evangeline snatched the phone from his hand. “She’s in labor. Baby coming fast. Come NOW.” She handed the phone back to him with a harried nod. “Let’s go.”

      His mind was already mapping the ride home, the places where he could gain time and speed without getting pulled over, calculating the different shortcuts, and that was how he initially missed the melee at the front door.

      One by one, Council members streamed past him, until Evangeline, shooting him an alarmed scowl, peeled off to do the same.

      Luther’s scream was deafening.

      Deep, harrowing. Feral.

      “No. No, no, no.” Imogen started sobbing. “This has to be a gag! This cannot be real!”

      “Jesus Fucking Christ,” Evangeline hollered. “Pansy, Jas, get Luther before he goes down. Someone get Luther!”

      Nicolas staggered down the hall. A shrill ring bounced between his ears, and by the time he reached the foyer to see Luther on the ground, surrounded by the women, his head pointed at the chandelier in a soundless scream, the ringing all he could hear.

      “It’s...” Amelia’s face was pale as the moon. “Nicolas, it’s Llewellyn and Sophie.”

      Nicolas nodded. The ringing intensified as he drew closer to the box Jasper was holding in one hand. The man had his phone in the other and was yammering, red-faced, to someone.

      He counted the seconds between his blinks, gathering courage as he neared the box. If he was being honest with himself, he already knew what was inside, or the spirit of it anyway. But he was the Magistrate now, and if this was his first test, he wouldn’t fail it.

      Nicolas inhaled deeply, held his breath, and looked inside.

      A finger wearing a gold wedding band.

      And a note.

      “The battle lines are drawn. See you on the field.” He swallowed and reached inside to adjust the card, nudging the severed finger aside. “Yours, Harper.”

      Nicolas wrapped his hand around the nearest thing he could find, which happened to be the coat rack. He tugged and they both nearly went down, but something righted him. Hands. Evangeline leaned forward and was saying something he couldn’t hear. He tried to tell her, but no words emerged.

      Amelia’s soft features filled the other half of his vision. Her mouth moved, but if there were words, they, too, were lost.

      Suddenly, the world returned to excruciating focus.

      The screaming, the crying, the slams of boots and heels.

      He shook off his aunt and cousin and reached for his keys, sitting on top of the dish. “Someone has to stay and deal with that until I can.”

      “Me,” Pansy stood, one hand still pressed to the top of Luther’s head. “I’ve got this, y’all. Go on and get out of here now.” She sniffled. “We’ll take care of our Luther.”

      Nicolas locked her gaze and nodded, a silent thanks.

      “Give me the keys. You are not driving,” Evangeline said, but her eyes drifted across the terrible, surreal scene. “You’re not... in your right mind.”

      “You’d be surprised how much better I function when I’m not in my right mind,” Nicolas said and pushed past the huddle, out the door, and down the stairs. Amelia jogged out behind him.

      “I’m coming, too. I’ll follow you and Aunt Evie,” she said, shaking her head at the house. “I can’t even process this right now.”

      Nicolas leaned in and pecked her cheek with a brief kiss. “Now isn’t the time to process it. As your mom likes to say, an elephant is considerably tastier in bite-sized morsels.”

      Amelia’s tear-stained face crumped in laughter. “Mom never said that.”

      “Nah.” Nicolas smiled. “A hundred dollars it’s the first thing she says when she wakes?”

      She smacked him on the arm. “You’re a turd.”

      “But a fast one.” He nodded at her Porsche. “Keep up.”

      “You know what’s tastier than an elephant, Nic? My dust. When you eat it.” Amelia gently rubbed his arm where she’d smacked it and walked away.

      

      Nicolas didn’t even turn off the car. He vaguely heard Evangeline yelling at him about the emergency brake, but his car rolling into the gardens didn’t even register on his long list of worries.

      So distracted he was that he thought nothing of the ambulance he’d seen racing down River Road just before turning into Ophélie.

      The doors opened for him. Richard, looking simultaneously relieved and devastated, breathed in and stepped aside, revealing Anne, holding a bundle in her arms.

      Tears in her eyes, she smiled. “Nic, come meet your son,” she said and nodded.

      “I don’t...” If that was his son, then he’d missed the birth, and why was Anne holding Atticus in the foyer? Why was he not with his mother?

      Anne cooed and angled the bundle toward him. When Nicolas just stared, frozen, she nudged his arms.

      Nicolas Deschanel had lived a thousand lifetimes already, and none of them had prepared him for how he felt seeing and holding his son for the first time.

      Like the earth had risen up to swallow him whole.

      Everyone else melted away as he accepted, sobbing, his son into his arms.

      “I love him so much,” Nicolas cried. He looked up at his sister, who he could hardly see through the blur of tears. “How? I don’t even know him yet. How is this possible?”

      “It was like that for me and Jon too. It’s a love that only grows stronger with time,” Anne said gently. She peered over the blanket and made more soft sounds at Atticus. “He’s beautiful, Nic, really. He’s perfect. Everything about him.”

      “He is, isn’t he?” Nicolas beamed at Atticus. My boy. He’d never understood his own father less than in those moments, lost in the eyes of a tiny human he would eagerly die for.

      “Nic, look at him. Oh, Aunt Evie, come look!” Amelia’s voice broke. “We needed a miracle today.”

      “Well, he has your stubborn little frown, doesn’t he?” Evangeline quipped. She turned her smile on Atticus. “A little miracle indeed.”

      Nicolas twisted to wipe his eyes on his sleeve, careful not to disrupt the baby whose mouth twisted around, absorbing its new world. Every little thing Atticus did, from the way his fingers twitched, warming up a brand-new nervous system, to the little twerk of his nose and squint of his eyes, was the most delightful thing he’d ever witnessed. He imagined what his son would look like as he started to crawl, and walk, and talk. But then the thought made him sad because if he had one wish, it would be to bottle that moment and savor it for the rest of his days.

      He looked up with a start. All the blood in his face plunged to the floor. “Wait, where’s Lauren?”

      Anne quickly gathered Atticus and handed him to Amelia with a shared glance that sent his heart into his throat.

      “What? What aren’t you saying? What aren’t you fucking saying?”

      Amelia held Atticus close. Shook her head at Evangeline, who started to close in on Nicolas.

      “Where the fuck is Lauren? Tell me now, tell me right fucking—”

      “Listen to me.” Anne gripped his face in her small hands and shook. “We had no choice. None. Home births can only do so much. When they induced her, her blood pressure was so high, and then it dropped and she coded.”

      Nicolas’s hands started to twitch. He tapped them on his leg to ground himself, but the room was already spinning. “Anne. Anne, if you don’t just say it—”

      “She’s at St. James.”

      “I’m sorry, she’s where?”

      “Jon went with her, and he won’t leave until we get there.”

      “She’s where?”

      “The hospital. St. James Parish. Nicolas, she coded. Did you hear me? She didn’t have time for a ride to New Orleans, but once she’s stable—”

      “She can’t be at the hospital, Anne, because she’s not safe there! I was very goddamn specific in my instructions. She’s not safe anywhere but here, and now the compound is burning down, and Llewellyn and Sophie are dead, and Charlotte is God-knows-where...” He keeled over a nearby desk, gasping for breath. “She can’t be at the hospital...”

      “Listen to me, Nicolas,” Richard said, cutting in. “And listen to me good. Lauren nearly died. They might say later that she did die, I don’t know how those things work, but I’ve never seen anyone fight harder than her doctor did when he climbed on top of her and did his CPR. If he hadn’t—if we’d kept her here, like you wanted, you’d have come home to the worst pain of your life. You want to be mad? Be mad at me. I made the call.”

      “I made the call,” Anne said, sighing. “Be mad at me. But be mad later, Nicolas. I’m going to stay here with Atticus all right, and Amelia and Evangeline here are going to take you to the hospital.”

      “St. James is too small. It’s too small. She needs...”

      “They’ll transfer her once she’s stable,” Evangeline said. “That’s how this works. But you should hear this from the doctors, Nicolas, not us. So let’s go to St. James, together, and we can ask them all the questions you have. We can handle this, one step at a time.”

      “When was the last time we had an update on her?” Amelia asked.

      Anne and Richard exchanged helpless looks. “We haven’t received one,” she said slowly. “We were so focused on Atticus, and we knew you were coming home...”

      Nicolas drew a shaky breath. He wanted—needed—to see and touch his son again, but it felt like a betrayal of his heart. Lauren should be there. She should be the one who greeted him at the door, holding their son.

      His face was the first to go numb, but the rest of him was fast to follow. “I can’t breathe,” he said. “I can’t breathe.”

      “You can. You’re breathing now. Look at me,” Evangeline said, pleading. “Look at me.”

      “No, you don’t understand. None of you do. All you ever fucking cared about was the heir, but Lauren... I can’t lose her. I can’t lose her, Evie.”

      “I know, kid. Look at me.”

      “You don’t know! None of you know! None of you have any fucking idea how much...” Nicolas folded his arms over his face and screamed.

      Evangeline yanked him into her arms and crushed him in place. He squirmed to free himself, but she only held tighter. “You think I don’t know you’re in love? That I don’t know how terrifying it is to wonder if the one you hold dearest to your heart is going to make it?” She raked her fingers through his hair as he flailed, sobbing, choking. “Colleen is better at this, but she’s not here. So you’re stuck with me. And we’re gonna go in there, you and me, get the lay of the damn land from the doctors, and then we’ll make a plan.”

      Nicolas nodded. He didn’t stop nodding even when she peeled away and forced him to meet her eyes.

      “Please,” he said, not knowing who it was for or what it meant.

      Evangeline took the keys from his hands. “Come on.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: Charlotte
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      The house was dark. It wasn’t so much the lights, or lack of them, but the pall that had fallen over every inch of Charlotte’s childhood home since her father had called from the hospital an hour ago.

      The hall seemed to grow longer as she moved through it, reminding her of those horror movies Annette so loved. She’d watch them over and over, the same ones, because she had her favorites, she said, and there was no spoiling a truly good thing.

      Except that wasn’t true, Charlotte now knew as she moved, numbly, one foot in front of the other, toward the room where her mother had locked herself away after the phone call. The only truly good thing in her life had been taken with just eight words.

      Annette didn’t make it, honey. I’m so sorry.

      How was it possible? Annette had been fine. Laughing. They’d just been talking about getting tickets to Phantom at the Sanger. Annette wasn’t even sick! It was scary when she’d frozen mid-sentence and then keeled over, but if she was sick, if she was dying, wouldn’t Charlotte have known? Wouldn’t there have been even one sign?

      And what did that mean, didn’t make it? Maybe she’d misunderstood. Didn’t make it to school... to her job at the animal shelter, which she’d been due for a shift at. Didn’t make it to the bathroom. The potential was endless, and there was still an opportunity for her father to clarify and take back all the fear he’d spread with his silly choice of words.

      But Charlotte only wished she could entertain willful ignorance. She’d never been especially good at playing pretend when the stakes were inconsequential, and there was no wishing away the deep, irreparable pain already seeping into the walls and boards of their old home.

      Annette was dead.

      Her sister, her treasure, was gone.

      A beautiful, promising life, winked out.

      And there was neither a point nor a benefit to the cloying denial Charlotte’s heart begged her to indulge.

      Charlotte pressed a hand to her mother’s door. She felt the pulse of every inanimate object in the room, bowing and crying for the woman who had lost the last child she would ever bear.

      Channeling Annette, Charlotte closed her eyes and prayed the words her younger sister had taught her.

      “Our fate has more than one lifetime. We are not here for longer than we are meant to be. A life lived, whether a single day or fifty thousand, is the one gift we deserve among all the rest, and the only one we cannot give back. Do not be sad for me when I have received the gift I was born to accept. Be glad that one day the gift will be yours, too.”

      Charlotte’s hand fell away. She’d never truly listened to Annette’s prayer. When her sister started going to church—when their family had otherwise lost the tradition—Charlotte assumed it was a phase she’d grow out of. Annette was like that with her whims. She’d move from one to another without looking back.

      She hadn’t moved on; her faith had only strengthened. Once, when the sisters had climbed up onto the roof to watch a comet, Annette explained her prayer by saying it was meant to offer peace to the suffering.

      But now, as she considered the words, Charlotte wondered if it had meant something entirely different.

      If life were a gift, and death were a gift, then that meant saints and sinners alike were equally worthy.

      And that couldn’t be true, Charlotte thought, standing outside her mother’s room, listening to her sob.

      It seemed more likely that the prayer had been invented by sinners to save their own pathetic selves.

      With Annette no longer around to temper her, to soften her, Charlotte decided this was the true meaning. That there was no higher hand guiding matters, no great equalizer.

      There was only fate, and those willing to intervene.

      She didn’t know what that might mean, not then, but she felt in her bones that one day she would.

      One day, she’d be the one ready to intervene when it mattered most.

      

      The first thing Charlotte noted was the rough fabric sliding across her wrists, bound painfully above her head. Even the slightest movement felt like fire, but she wasn’t the one moving. Whatever she lay upon was moving. Slow, fluid waves of momentum.

      She breathed in. Laundry detergent. Brine. Something else.

      Testing her bindings, she bit down and tugged, but her only reward was a shock of pain. It was another minute before she tried again, pulling a bit harder, but whoever had tied the rope knew what they were doing.

      Then it hit her.

      Fluid waves.

      They were on the sea.

      A seaman had tied her to... what?

      A bed, she decided, twisting. A not entirely uncomfortable one, either.

      Her head split with agony. What was the last thing she remembered? She’d been talking to Julian, on that bench swing...

      Charlotte squeezed her eyes shut. No, there was more. There was more, if only she could just reach it.

      Sheets rustled nearby. Her eyes flashed open, and she twisted again, earning more pain, until she saw there was another bed in the room. On top of it was Lawrence, sleeping.

      “Lawrence.” Her dry, scratchy throat absorbed most of the word. “Lawry!”

      Lawrence opened his eyes, alert and fixed on her, and she realized he hadn’t been sleeping at all. He sat up slowly. “Charlotte.”

      “Ah, thank God. Thank God you’re alive.” She sighed. “Can you please untie me? I don’t know who the hell—”

      “I did it.” Lawrence’s short curls were twisted and wild. His face full of lines she didn’t remember. “I’m the one who tied you up.”

      Charlotte balked. “But why would you... that doesn’t make any sense.” She whipped her head behind her. There had to be a door somewhere.

      “What do you remember?”

      “Just untie me, Lawrence!”

      “What do you remember, Charlotte?” He folded his hands over his lap with a drained look. “What is the last thing you recall?”

      She yanked again on her bindings. “We can talk about this when I’m not dangling from a goddamn bedpost.”

      “No.” Lawrence was unusually stoic. No, cold. He was a block of ice, his eyes sharp and unforgiving. “No, we can talk about it now.”

      Charlotte stopped twisting. “Why are you acting like this? Is it because we broke up?”

      “You know that’s not why.” Lawrence pitched forward and pulled a glass of water from the nightstand. “If I give you a sip, do you promise to stay calm?”

      “Stay calm? What the hell is happening here?”

      He set the water down. “You really don’t know?”

      Charlotte heaved forward, straining her arms. “If I knew, Lawrence, I wouldn’t be asking you!”

      “Shit. Okay. I’ll talk to Julian. We never... I didn’t consider you might not remember.” Lawrence pushed to his feet with a wince. She saw then the bruises and cuts dotting his face and body, like a map to the answer just beyond her grasp. The swing, Julian... what else... think!

      “Julian? Where is he? Is he here? And where is here?”

      Lawrence groaned and crossed his arms, and swung his gaze around the room. He seemed to be intentionally avoiding looking at her. “You’re on a sailboat, bound for a ship that will take us somewhere safe. Where, I don’t know. We haven’t gotten that far. All of this happened so damn fast. And yes, Julian is here.” He turned toward the window. His voice cracked. “As for the rest, Charlotte... I don’t have the heart or the words. I’m sorry.”

      Charlotte could only gape at him as he marched across the floor, eyes averted, and left.

      The closing of the door snapped something inside of her.

      The morning came rushing back.

      Every.

      Last.

      Painful.

      Second.

      And then she knew.

      No one needed to untie her.

      Not now, nor ever again.

      She was fully capable of freeing herself.
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        The story will conclude in A Chaos of Awakening…

      

        

      
        Until then:

      

        

      
        Begin at the start with The House of Crimson & Clover series, where Anasofiya’s fateful decision to run from a terrible mistake leads her to face off against two mysterious brothers in The Storm and the Darkness.

      

        

      
        In the mood for origin stories instead? Nineteen Seventy marks the start of The Seven Series, the scandalous coming-of-age tale of the seven Deschanel siblings who went on to become the matriarchs and patriarchs of the Deschanel family.

      

        

      
        Already caught up on all the Crimson & Clover stories? Pivot to my epic fantasy world, Kingdom of the White Sea. The Kingless Crown starts the main trilogy. Also in this world are standalone fantasy romance tales like The Raven and the Rush and The Sylvan and the Sand.

      

        

      
        Wherever your journey takes you next, happy reading!
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