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 Preface 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    December 26, 2005 
 
    IN A FEW DAYS THE BLUE BEACON would go dark. But in the weak glimmer of a winter dawn, the Christmas light at the tip of the Transamerica pyramid still glowed. Below it, a bottomless pour of fog shrouded the city and the sea below the Golden Gate Bridge.  
 
    The pale woman on the bridge clung to the freezing metal handrail with both hands. She shivered. Locks of long strawberry blonde hair whipped around her head in the biting wind. Her cheeks were streaked with tears. A navy pea coat hung open on her thin frame.  
 
    Waves clanged against the pylons far below, sending a ghostly whoosh of salt-stung air up 486 feet. 
 
    The impenetrable fog blanket looked close enough to step on. She imagined falling on its springy surface and bouncing on its gray billows. She could forget just for a moment. Feel joy again.  
 
    Her seven-year-old daughter gave her joy, but every sweet smile of Lana’s was a reminder of what she’d lost. 
 
     A blast from a horn at the northern tip of the peninsula broke through her thoughts. A small void opened in the surface of the fog, revealing a sliver of black ocean.  
 
    It was so far down. 
 
    It’s time. 
 
    She released her grip on the metal railing and bent down to the canvas tote bag at her feet, pulling out a single lavender rose. She grew them in her garden for this moment. They were as close to blue roses she could find, the Blue Moon hybrid. Blue, for her dead little boy.  
 
    She pressed the blossom to her mouth and closed her eyes. Traffic was light on the bridge at that hour. No one would see what she was about to do. No one ever noticed her, all the years she’d been doing it.  
 
    She took a breath, swung her arm back and tossed the rose as far as she could away from the bridge. She half expected it to bounce softly on the thick fog, then gently sink into it. Instead it sailed out a few feet in a wide arc, flipped upside down, and plummeted, pirouetting all the way.  
 
    In a second it was lost below the fog. 
 
    “I love you, Liam,” she whispered. “Mommy loves you, darling.” 
 
    She only allowed herself to utter his name on this day, once a year. The muscles in her face seized up. Here, she could cry freely, without her husband or daughter watching. She never let herself cry around them. How could she tell them why? 
 
    Liam had been two when he died, drowned in her grandmother Claudette’s enormous claw foot bathtub. Tanith hadn’t been home when it happened. She’d asked Claudette and her sister Georgette to watch him while she ran out to pick up some last-minute Christmas gifts. 
 
    She should have known better. Claudette was vain and distracted, spending all day watching soap operas on the ancient television. Georgette was already stricken with dementia. Severine usually watched him, but she’d been in France visiting family for Christmas. 
 
    She hadn’t been gone long. By the time she let herself in to the vast apartment, her beloved Liam was dead.  
 
    It had been years, but the blunt, invisible knife that slid into her chest that day could not be pulled out. Even a marriage and a new baby hadn’t helped her dislodge the blade.  
 
    She’d tried to outrun the curse. Changed her name, started a new life, had a new baby, but she was tired of the pain. Nothing helped. Tanith fingered the handwritten note in her pocket. It explained everything to Lana. It was the story of who she was: heir to the cursed Ambrose fortune Tanith had been offered and refused. The note included instructions on where to find the diamond dove she’d carefully buried at her parents’ grave years ago. Her first act of rebellion against the Ambrose family she despised.  
 
    It would be the proof she might need one day. To prove who her mother “Annie” really was.  
 
    Lana will be better off. The curse ends with me. 
 
    Then, an anguished sob rang out in the damp air. A loud sniff.  
 
    But not from her.  
 
    It was coming from below the pedestrian walkway. 
 
    Tanith leaned as far as she could over the railing. There was a narrow metal grate walkway below the bridge used by the bridge workers, five feet below the roadway. A skinny figure dressed in filthy black jeans with a black hoodie pulled over its head sat on the grate, arms wrapped around its knees, rocking back and forth, crying. It took Tanith a few seconds to realize what she was looking at. She took a deep breath of frigid air. 
 
    “Hey! What are you doing down there?” Her voice sounded frail against the wind, but the figure’s head turned to look up.  
 
    It was a teenage boy. His sallow face was streaked with tears, eyes hollow and bloodshot. 
 
    “Go away,” he croaked. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    Tanith looked around for help, but there were no pedestrians. The nearest call box was fifty feet away. She hesitated. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she called out. 
 
    “Fuck you care,” he mumbled. He scooted to the edge of the grating and then in a heart-stopping moment he swung his legs so they dangled in the air. 
 
    “Stop! Wait!” she cried. 
 
    Tanith’s handwritten note ended with a declaration of her eternal love, and a promise to be her daughter’s guardian angel as long as she lived. 
 
    But his legs dangled over the water. He looked like he was Liam’s age. 
 
    If Liam had lived. 
 
    Tanith crumpled the note into a ball and tossed it into the air. She watched it bob on the wind and disappear. Not today. 
 
    She swung her leg over the cold, wet railing and started climbing down to the boy. 
 
  
 
  



 Part One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Draw me after you and let us run together. 
 
      
 
    —Song of Solomon 1:4 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Lacus Oblivionis ~ Lake of Forgetfulness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The searing sting of a needle bit into my wrist. My eyes flew open. A blinding white light bobbed in front of me. Icy cold crept up my arm and my legs jerked.  
 
    “Hold her legs, please,” said a deep voice. 
 
    I kicked harder as a heavy blanket of sleep pressed down on me. 
 
    “Hang on, Lana. He’s almost done.” A different voice. I knew that voice.  
 
    “Done with what?” My voice sounded hoarse and far away. A warm hand stroked my forehead.  
 
    “Helping you.” 
 
    The strange man said, “Okay, that should do it. I’ll start cleaning the wound.”  
 
    Everything faded back to black. 
 
    # 
 
    When my eyes fluttered open, the room was dark. Numbers on an alarm clocked flashed next to the bed.  
 
    9:10 AM 
 
    I’m late for school! 
 
    I kicked off the sheet and sat up gasping. I have a final . . . and I forgot to study for it. Was it French? No, Calculus. Oh no. 
 
    Why didn’t my dad wake me up? 
 
    The room swirled around me before I could stand up. I put my head back down on the pillow.  
 
    This is not my pillow. 
 
    I ran my hands over the thick, silky sheets.  
 
    These are not my sheets.  
 
    My palms were scraped raw with red, jagged scrapes torn into the skin. There was a crescent moon of dark red dirt caked under all ten fingernails.  
 
    No—nine fingernails. The nail on my left pinky was gone. 
 
    YOU ARE NOT IN SCHOOL ANYMORE. 
 
    Thoughts and memories fluttered through my mind like scraps of paper falling from a shredder. I tried to reassemble the tattered pieces into a coherent story.  
 
    I’d made it from Sonoma all the way to the Valley of Fire State Park, the red rock mountains in the Nevada desert, before Victor Savitch’s Russian thugs had caught up to me. When I’d finally stumbled down from the mountain, I was cut and bleeding. Arkady was dead, lying in a pool of blood at the foot of the cliff. There had been a desperate struggle. He’d stabbed my shoulder, opening up the deep cut I’d gotten at my house when the enormous glass vase fell and shattered on Victor. 
 
    My father had stupidly borrowed almost half a million dollars from him—without knowing he was a violent Russian mobster. He’d had no choice—my former stepmother Ramona had made sure of that. She’d married him after my mother died, helped him open his vintage car shop, and sent him away on car buying trips constantly. Which had left me at her mercy in the forbidding Crawford mansion. I’d endured her abuse to make my dad happy—he wanted so badly to give me a better life. 
 
    Until finally, one awful, glorious morning, he came home and found out what she’d been doing to me. He left her and we’d moved back to the little house on Chauvet Drive.  
 
    But without Ramona’s money, he’d had to borrow heavily to keep his business afloat—and raise me as a single dad. 
 
    Right before my graduation from the exclusive Briar School for Girls, Victor had demanded payment for the debt. Threatened to kill my father if I went to the police. Threatened to kidnap me and take me away on his yacht. When he’d come to my house to collect, I’d been all alone. I’d gotten away with some bruises and a bad cut.  
 
    Victor hadn’t been so lucky. He was unconscious and bleeding when I made it to my car. 
 
    Out for revenge, his thugs chased me through the desert. Arkady, his best assassin, had stabbed me and nearly flung me off the cliffs of the Valley of Fire.  
 
    I’d survived. But for how long? They’d be out for revenge. Ramona Crawford wanted me dead so she could claim my inheritance. 
 
    Because I was, apparently, Georgette Ambrose’s sole heir. My late great-great-aunt Georgette—the last survivor of New York’s Gilded Age. 
 
    Who was also my godmother.  
 
    Who somehow was able to reach out from beyond the grave and intervene in her goddaughter’s life.  
 
    Like a fairy godmother. If fairy godmothers were dead and spoke only in French through Mexican psychics, that is. 
 
    As we’d struggled on the red cliffs of the Valley of Fire, Arkady had seen something behind me and backed away with a terrified look on his face. I’d stuck my leg out, and he’d tripped and fallen.  
 
    When I’d peeked over the edge he was there, clinging to the rock a foot below my head. He’d grabbed my long ponytail and pulled. I’d slid towards the edge, hair ripping out of my scalp, screaming in pain, clawing at the ground. Then somehow the knife, his knife that he’d dropped, flew into my hand BY ITSELF.  
 
    A second before I fell, I’d sliced through my ponytail.  
 
    A stunned Arkady had plummeted to his death. 
 
    Along with my lovely hair. 
 
    My relief had been short-lived; Ramona had been waiting at the base of the mountain for me. She’d practically thrown me into Officer Wade Jenner’s police car. Then there was a long drive through the night on a desolate, dark road, as I applied pressure to the cut on my shoulder, feeling the blood and the life slowly trickle out of me. I’d closed my eyes and replayed her words in my head.  
 
    Because they changed everything. 
 
    “Your foolish mother let those crazy old spinsters babysit him one day. He climbed into a bathtub full of water. Tanith found him in it when she got home. He must have been one or two.”  
 
    My poor mother had lost a child thanks to her grandmother Claudette and her grandmother’s sister, Georgette. 
 
    More of her words rushed back: 
 
    “Your father never finalized the divorce! He wanted you to remain my legal heir—for your protection, of course. Ironic, isn’t it?” She flashed a smile of pure malice. “Yes, I think my marriage to your father is going to work out, after all. For you too, Wade.” 
 
    She really did want me dead.  
 
    And my dumb dad was still legally married to her.  
 
    And she wanted my dove necklace. 
 
    “Remember what I promised you if you helped me, darling! Remember the dove! I know she has it. Georgette gave it to her. It’s worth at least a quarter million, Wade! It’s practically priceless!” 
 
    Jenner sneered. “Your uncle’s guys searched her house and didn’t find shit.” 
 
    Most shocking of all, Victor Savitch was her uncle. Ramona Savage Crawford, also known as Ramona Savitch, niece to a Russian gangster. 
 
    Ramona herself had sown the seeds of our financial ruin. 
 
    And he was recovering from a near-fatal heart attack.  
 
    She’d been planning it for a while—years maybe. She’d known my mother had a rich family. She’d taken advantage of her old friend’s death to marry her grieving husband.  
 
    Then she’d made herself the beneficiary to my assets in the event of my untimely death. 
 
    Which was looking more and more timely. 
 
    The nightmarish car ride had ended with a crash when Jenner swerved off the road. A terrifying plummet in the dark into a deep ravine. I’d kicked my way out of the smashed car and scrambled up ten feet of scrub and dirt. At the side of the road, I’d collapsed. 
 
    Then: bright lights and Alexander lifting me into his car and whisking me away.  
 
    Presumably to this place, wherever it was. 
 
    I gingerly explored my left shoulder with my right hand. The entire area was thickly bandaged. I ran my hands over the rest of my body parts to assess the damage. I gasped—all I had on was underwear and a thin white tank top. Had he taken my clothes off? I ripped the bandage off my wrist and saw a small puncture mark. There was another one on my inner elbow, and I ripped that one off too. 
 
    I swung my legs out of the bed and rested, dizzy. I sat still as blood returned to my head. Alexander brought you here. He must be nearby. I remembered a car ride, his voice calling to me in my darkness to stay with him. 
 
    I stood up and my legs trembled in the air-conditioned room. The expensively furnished space looked like it had been carved from a block of tan stone. Modern, sophisticated, and sexy. Like a movie set.  
 
    Or a dream.  
 
    The only mess in the pristine room was me. 
 
    I padded to the end of the room and peeked out the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a vast, featureless desert. In the far distance, sand-colored mountains glowed pink in the early morning sunshine. A hawk wheeled in the pale blue sky.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to picture my room at home, my bedspread, the window that framed the mountains and sometimes the moon. It was all gone—the house and everything in it, burned to the ground. My dad’s business destroyed, his inventory of vintage sports car repossessed. You’re homeless. And penniless.  
 
    I was supposed to leave for college in two months. I’d received a thick packet of move-in checklists and what-to-bring lists just before graduation. A course catalog. A Barnard College bumper sticker. If the heiress fairy tale turned out not to be true, there wasn’t going to be any college. I just had a partial scholarship and there was no way I’d be able survive in New York City with my dad’s business shut down. He’d need me to stay home and take care of him. Maybe we could get a cheap apartment somewhere. Parts of Oakland were still affordable. He’d recuperate on the couch while I worked all day for minimum wage. 
 
    The reality that awaited me was grim. 
 
    We were completely screwed, thanks to Victor. No—thanks to Ramona.  
 
    WAIT.  
 
    There was one thing I had left. One thing that could keep my future alive, even without my supposed fortune. 
 
    The diamond dove.  
 
    Had it really been Marie Antoinette’s, like it said in Georgette’s obituary? The “Dove of Justice”? Ramona had told Wade it was worth a quarter of a million dollars. Georgette—her ghost, that is, speaking through Señora Isadora, the medium—had demanded rather insistently that I look for it. 
 
    It was not around my neck.  
 
    I remembered I’d stashed it in my backpack before Ramona had found me. Had my mother’s precious pendant made it to this place with me? I scoured the room and finally found my backpack stuffed into the closet. It felt lighter than it should have. The outside of the bag was streaked with orange dirt stains and drips of dried blood stained the shoulder straps. 
 
    Inside, I found my wallet, the keys to the Ferrari, my dead cell phone, and a dozen crumpled gas station receipts.  
 
    But my gray leather jacket was gone. 
 
    The dove had been in the pocket of the jacket. 
 
    Also missing: My duffel bag. It had all my clothes, an extra pair of sneakers—and my mother’s diary.  
 
    I’d left that bag in my Ferrari.  
 
    Which I’d last seen in Valley of Fire State Park with all four tires slashed. 
 
    I sighed and pulled all the dresser drawers open. Empty. I had a horrible feeling the necklace may have flown out of my bag in the crash. Carefully hidden at my mother’s gravesite all these years, and I’d foolishly lost the precious pendant she’d left me. 
 
    I was the girl with nothing—no clothes, no diamond necklace, no car, no house, no money.  
 
    No future. 
 
    Maybe Alexander put it somewhere for you. I had to find him, ask him about a billion questions.  
 
    But first I had a few urgent physical issues to deal with. 
 
    # 
 
    I looked like I had crawled out of my own grave. The sumptuous adjoining bathroom was a symphony of honed stone and glass, but the reflection in the mirror was like something medieval. 
 
    Dark purple shadows lingered under my eyes. Streaks of dirt had dried on my neck and ears. My cheeks were hollow and my skin was so pale my freckles were barely visible. But my hair—oh no. 
 
    Uneven hunks stuck out around my ears, and it was an inch longer on one side. I tried pulling the surviving hair into a ponytail, but it was too short. I sighed. 
 
    A creamy white card tented next to the sink offered instructions for receiving clean towels. An array of tiny bottles of soaps and moisturizers were neatly arranged on a silver tray. I picked one up and read the label. 
 
    Organic Egyptian Sandalwood Shampoo 
 
    Courtesy of  
 
    THE AMANGIRI HOTEL 
 
    Canyon Point, Utah 
 
    In the middle of the desert, Alexander had found a luxury hotel. To my joy, I also discovered my toiletry bag sitting on the counter. I brushed my mossy teeth until my gums ached. I wiped my face and neck with a plush washcloth and smoothed my hair down. I chugged a goblet of water and slipped on the plush ivory bathrobe hanging on a hook by the door. 
 
    A shower would have to wait.  
 
    Wrapping the robe tightly around my body, I left in search of answers. 
 
    # 
 
    I pulled open the bedroom door and stepped into a spacious living room area. Evidence of Alexander was strewn everywhere—pillows and blankets bunched up on the low-slung tan sofa, an expensive-looking leather duffel bag on the floor, and a variety of electronic devices neatly arranged on the glass writing table. The air smelled like cologne and shaving cream. 
 
    I was sharing a fabulous luxury hotel suite with Alexander Ambrose, the hottest guy alive.  
 
    My nerves quivered like plucked guitar strings. 
 
    He’s your cousin! Control yourself. 
 
    The sliding glass doors of the living area opened up to a stone patio surrounded by a high sandstone wall. The baking heat took my breath away, but the stone tiles cooled my feet. The entire area was totally private and enclosed by the same smooth, tan walls as the room bedroom. I squinted up at the brilliant blue sky. 
 
    It was like being stranded on an alien planet.  
 
    The Planet of the Rich.  
 
    As my eyes adjusted, I heard splashing sounds. I clutched my bathrobe tighter and padded towards the sound. Around the corner, there was a huge, raised white daybed with a robe that matched mine draped across it and a rectangular black-bottomed pool. 
 
    Someone was doing laps in the pool. 
 
    And he was stark naked. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Lacus Luxuriae ~ Lake of Luxury 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tan, chiseled arms cut through the water. His back was well defined and broad. His bare butt was plainly visible through the water. 
 
    I stared for no more than two seconds before looking away. 
 
    Five seconds, tops. 
 
    He reached the edge and rested his arms on the stone lip of the pool, his back to me. A tattoo on the back of one shoulder was too far away for me to make out. I cleared my throat, which was suddenly filled with sand.  
 
    “Uh, hi.” My voice was faint and scratchy. 
 
    “Whoa!” He whipped his head around at me, dove underwater, and swam up to the ledge closest to me. He folded his sculpted arms on the edge of the pool. Liquid hazel eyes smiled up at me. “She’s alive!” I tried not to think about the fact that the best-looking guy I’d ever seen was completely naked three feet away.  
 
    I pulled the robe tighter around my body.  
 
    “Barely,” I managed to squeak out. 
 
    He tilted his head and looked up at me with one hand over his eyes, shading them in the bright sun. “I hope you don’t mind. I thought you’d sleep a little later and I didn’t bring a bathing suit.” 
 
    I tried to swallow some of the sand stuck in my throat. “No problem. We’re family, right?” 
 
    He grinned. “Good point. How are those stitches?” 
 
    I had stitches?  
 
    I reached for my shoulder wound. “Oh. Not terrible. A little sore.” I had so much to say, but my long list of burning questions vanished in his presence. I rubbed my shoulder. “At least it’s not bleeding anymore. Whatever you did—thank you.” 
 
    He ran a hand over his face and through his glossy dark hair. His chest was as smooth and muscular as the rest of him. Water dripped off his arms. I took a step away from him and struggled to keep my eyes on his face. 
 
    “Do you remember getting here?” he asked. “You were pretty out of it. The doctor said it was the dehydration and blood loss.” 
 
    I had just blips of memory—bright lights, his voice, a car ride.  
 
    “Sort of. Did you carry me inside?” Would a hotel let a man take a bleeding, semi-conscious girl into a hotel without calling the police?  
 
    He shook his head. “You passed out in the car. I picked up the key at the front desk, then I carried you into the room. We have a private entrance, so no one saw you.” He had avoided hospitals and police and questions. My heart swelled with gratitude. 
 
    “How did you get a doctor out here?” 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s called money, Lana. Get used to it.” I stared at him, open mouthed. How much had it cost him? “Remember anything else?” 
 
    “I got a shot.” 
 
    “Antibiotics, morphine, and IV fluids. You needed sixteen stitches in that shoulder.” He bit his lip and looked a little sheepish. “Listen, I want to fill you in on everything, but I need to get out of the pool first.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, standing there like an idiot. 
 
    He cocked his head. “There are strict laws in Utah, so I’m going to need you to turn around.” He grinned at me wickedly. Deep dimples appeared in his cheeks. 
 
    “Sorry!” My cheeks burned and I whirled around and took a few steps away from the pool. The insanity of the last few days had done nothing to reduce my nerves around him. As I waited for him to get out, I stared at the glass doors to the suite. And found myself staring at his reflection. He was toweling off his legs. I’d never seen a guy totally naked. Especially not one like him. 
 
    He turned to face me and I quickly shifted my eyes to my own reflection. 
 
    And immediately regretted it. 
 
    “You can look now,” he called out. “I’m sort of decent.” 
 
    Alexander Ambrose was more than decent. He was heartbreaking. He sat cross-legged on the pristine white daybed next to the pool, hair combed back, towel around his waist, impenetrable black sunglasses on his face. I decided the best thing to do would be to look at the sky. 
 
    Anywhere but at him. 
 
    “Sit,” he ordered. I climbed up on the daybed and sat across from him, my legs tucked under me. He ran his hands through his hair again and wiped them off on his towel. “I just ordered us food—you must be starving.”  
 
    When was the last time I’d eaten? “It’s the running from Russian gangsters diet. Works great.” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, I am going to fix that, Lana Goodwin.” When he said my name, my stomach tightened. Say it again, Alexander. 
 
    “Does my dad know where I am? Is he . . . he’s alive, right?”  
 
    He nodded. “I talked to John this morning. He’s much better, now that you’re safe.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m safe now?” We were in the middle of nowhere, but they were still out there looking for me. “You’re trained to fight Russian assassins?” They weren’t going to give up just because I’d knocked Victor out cold and sent Arkady plummeting to his death. 
 
    They’d be mad.  
 
    They’d want revenge. 
 
    He dried his chest with a corner of his towel. I imagined the warmth of his smooth skin—or would it be cool to the touch after swimming? I kept my eyes fixed on his face and swallowed.  
 
    “As long as you’re with me, you’re safe,” he said. He leaned down to get something out of the silver ice bucket next to the daybed. When he did, I got a closer look at his tattoo. It looked like an eagle of some kind holding a ribbon or flag in its beak. There was writing on the ribbon. “As I recall, your first mistake was running off and driving through the desert by yourself.” Was he kidding?  
 
    “You don’t get it! They’re going to kill me—but first they’re going to kill you.”  
 
    He handed me an ice-cold bottle of water. “Lana, calm down. You’ve had a rough few days. Don’t get excited.” A few drops of water hit my thigh where my robe had fallen open. I smoothed the fabric over my legs and caught him watching my hands.  
 
    “You don’t understand,” I said softly. A dark expression flitted across his face. He spoke again and his voice had a sharp edge. 
 
    “Where were you going in that police car? And why did it crash?” 
 
    “You saw it?” 
 
    “Yep. I was following you. He swerved off the road and smashed into a ravine.” 
 
    Bile rose in my throat. “Wade Jenner—the cop—is her boyfriend. She is not the loving stepmother she pretends to be.”  
 
    He rubbed his chin, then stood up and paced back and forth. His jawline was masculine and perfect. From any angle, he almost hurt to look at. 
 
    “Did you check to see if they were hurt?” I asked. 
 
    “I ran over to look. It was dark and hard to see, but I heard Ramona yelling at him, so I knew she was fine. I couldn’t see the cop. You were in worse shape—hysterical, bleeding. Then you fainted. I called 911 to report the accident and got you out of there.” He looked at me. “You worried about Ramona?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m worried she’s not dead.”  
 
    He reacted to this with a low whistle. “And to think, just a few days ago I was enjoying a swanky graduation party at a fancy all-girls school with my innocent little cousin—” he smirked at me— “and the next thing I know all hell breaks loose, people are trying to kill her, and she’s skipped town in a vintage Ferrari Maranello. Rare navy-blue edition.” He held out his water bottle and clinked it with mine. “Extra bonus points for that, by the way. Naturally the daughter of racing legend John Goodwin runs from the bad guys in style.”  
 
    Style? There was nothing stylish about the last few days.  
 
    “My dad gave it to me for my birthday and I’ve already lost it. Which is why teenagers should not have Ferraris.” I’d last seen it in the desert with its tires slashed. 
 
    If I lived to see my dad again, he was going to kill me. 
 
    He laughed. “You’re an heiress for five minutes and you’re already trashing sports cars.” He shook his head and water droplets fell from his wet hair onto his tan shoulders. “When you’re not napping in them. Remember?” How could I forget? We’d first met that day at my dad’s car shop over Christmas break, when he’d come to look at an Aston Martin, and I’d fallen asleep reading in it.  
 
    “I have to find that car, Alexander.” 
 
    “Relax, I had my PI run the plates.” 
 
    “PI?” 
 
    “Private investigator. He’s good at finding other stuff, too.” He smiled. “Like long-lost cousins.” I remembered Severine telling me she’d used a detective to locate me. “He’s the one who noticed the birthdate on Annie Goodwin’s headstone. She changed her name, but not her birthday.”  
 
    If she was so easy to find, why’d it take them eighteen years?  
 
    “The police have my car?”  
 
    “They towed it. Tires were flat but otherwise it’s fine. I can have it shipped anywhere you want. But Lana . . . ” He leaned in closer to me. “The cops know it belongs to your dad, so it’s only a matter of time before they track you down. They might want to talk to you.” Victor had vowed to kill my father if I went to the police. There was no way I was talking to any cop, ever, until Victor was dead or in jail. “In the meantime,” he continued, “maybe you can trade the Ferrari for something more practical. Like a pogo stick. Something safer.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m a fantastic driver.” 
 
    He hooted with laughter. “Definitely not what I expected in my long-lost third cousin. I don’t know many girls who decide to cut their own hair.” 
 
    I tried in vain to smooth my spiky hairdo down. “Yeah, it’s a long story.” He still didn’t understand what he’d walked into. Victor, my dad’s heart attack, a wild car chase through the desert, my evil stepmother, and the inconvenient fact I was maybe, sort of . . . a murderer. 
 
    “You can at least tell me what happened the morning after your graduation. When you took off and left me hanging. And what your stepmother’s role in all this is. I mean, I know stepparents can be assholes, but what’s Ramona’s deal?” 
 
    I shuddered thinking about my last encounter with Victor. The offer he’d made me, him trying to touch me, the fight, the heavy vase flying through the air and knocking him unconscious. I picked a piece of fuzz off the cuff of my robe and bit my lip. Arkady’s sickening scream falling off the cliff. The horrible crunch as he hit, the blood staining the rocks below. My stomach churned.  
 
    “Later, okay? I’ll tell you later.” I squeezed my eyes shut as the patio started to swirl around me. 
 
    “You better. I want to know everything about my new BFF.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t.” My head started to hurt. I need to lay down. Weights started pulling on my hands and feet, like the Earth’s gravity had just gotten stronger and I was the only one who could feel it. “I’m sorry you got sucked into this mess. If you hadn’t been there that night on the road . . . I’d be dead.”  
 
    After I said the words I realized how close I’d come.  
 
    I also realized I had mixed feelings about being alive. Part of you has been dead since she died. The rest of you could join her. You’d be whole. You’d be happy. I blinked and looked away so he couldn’t see my tears. Did people who commit suicide go to heaven? The question had plagued me for years. 
 
    He took my chin in his hand and turned my face towards his. I stared at my miserable reflection in his sunglasses. “I spent two days driving like a maniac to find you. I have the speeding tickets to prove it. When I heard on the news about that girl at the motel in Independence, I thought you were dead. I got to Valley of Fire just in time to see you getting in to a police car.” 
 
    Something about his story bothered me. Victor had tracked me with his cell phone, which I’d stupidly taken with me and forgotten about. How had Alexander tracked me?  
 
    “How did you where I’d be? I had no idea where I was going—I was being chased. How did you?” 
 
    He took off his sunglasses and tossed them onto the daybed. His eyes bored into mine. “I just knew.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He smirked and pulled his sunglasses off. His eyes looked electric in the glittering light reflecting off the pool. “Do you believe in ghosts, Lana?” 
 
    I remembered the flash of light off Arkady’s knife. The blade searing my flesh. The knife flying into my hand. 
 
    By itself.  
 
    Terrifying shards of information I’d gathered suddenly fit together into a perfectly formed blade and plunged itself into my heart. The light got brighter and then pale stone pavers were rising up to meet my head.  
 
    “Whoa! Lana!” In a second I was in his arms and he was carrying me into the cool quiet of the darkened suite. “Oh no,” he muttered. 
 
    Reality swirled back into focus. “It’s okay, you can put me down!” 
 
    “It’s not you! My towel’s about to fall off. No peeking!” I squeezed my eyes shut. He carried me all the way to my bed and tossed me down. “Stay here,” he growled.  
 
    He returned wearing wrinkled linen shorts and a white t-shirt, which clung to his still-damp chest. His wet hair was combed back and there was a patch of stubble under his chin. If we really were cousins of some kind, I had clearly gotten the shorter end of that genetic stick. He plopped down next to me. 
 
    “You have to take it easy.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t be on vacation right now. You found me. They can find me. We need to leave the hotel—now.”  
 
    His face was so close to mine I started to feel dizzy again. He rested a hand on my non-bandaged shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. Is your shoulder hurting you?”  
 
    I bit my lip and shook my head. “It’s not that. I’m scared. And I’m so tired.” I dissolved into tears. His eyes went wide and he wrapped me in a bear hug. My arms clutched his neck and deep, wracking sobs shook my body. He stroked my head and rocked back and forth. His body was warm and strong and I forgot that I was half in love with him and that I was the girl who had nothing and no one.  
 
    His mouth was next to my ear and he whispered, “Here—didn’t want you to think I stole it.”  
 
    He held his fist out and unfurled his fingers. There was my diamond dove, curled up in its platinum chain. In the low light of the room, the enormous diamond glowed as if lit from within. The dove’s bright emerald eye twinkled like it recognized me. 
 
    I clapped my hands together in delight. “I thought I lost it!” 
 
    He leaned forward and slipped it over my head. “Severine was very interested in this necklace. Don’t take it off again. Now lay back and rest. Doctor Ambrose’s orders. Breakfast should be here any minute.” 
 
    # 
 
    When I woke up from my post-breakfast nap, it was nearly dark outside. 100 milligrams of Vicodin and six blueberry pancakes will do that. I crawled out of the silken comfort of my bed, almost tripped on the room service tray on the floor, and snuck into the bathroom. I peeled off my underwear and tank top and examined my wounds. The big bruise on my ribs had faded to pale purple. I had a painful contusion of some sort and various cuts on my back. My struggle with Arkady had been life and death, and my skin showed it. At least my left arm was semi-functional again.  
 
    I didn’t dare peek under the bandage yet.  
 
    I stepped into the glorious glass-and-marble shower and turned what looked like the main faucet. Warm water sprayed me from five different directions. I shrieked when the jets hit certain bruises. Rivulets of orange dirt and grime ran down my neck and chest as I scrubbed my scalp with a variety of fabulous cleansing potions. 
 
    Alexander pounded on the door of the bathroom. “Keep those stitches dry! Dinner’s here!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Sinus Fidei ~ Bay of Trust 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A spread of crackling roast chicken and vegetables was waiting for me in the living room. He slouched on the sofa in jeans, a loose-fitting gray t-shirt, and no shoes.  
 
    “Feel better?” he asked.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m a new woman. That shower is ridiculous.” 
 
    He chuckled. “For two grand a night, it better be.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “How much?” 
 
    “All the more reason not to waste food. Sit.” 
 
    He patted a spot on the couch next to him, but I chose the chair opposite him instead. He stared at me and the temperature under my robe rose. Those darn tractor beams. 
 
    “What?” I asked impatiently. 
 
    He tilted his head as he regarded me. “You’re looking better. Not as sickly. And I’m getting used to the hair.” 
 
    “Great. Maybe I should get stabbed more often.” His eyes widened and he almost spat out the mouthful of beer he’d just sipped. 
 
    “Please don’t.” He took a bite of his food, swallowed, and pressed his palms together like he was getting down to business. “You’re pretty tough for eighteen, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t feel tough.” His eyes narrowed, like he’d just remembered something.  
 
    “How come you didn’t call the police from the road?” 
 
    “I’ll find you and kill you both if you go to the police.” Victor’s words. My breathing got ragged and I closed my eyes to stop the tears stinging the inside of my eyelids. I willed them to dry up.  
 
    “When Victor showed up at my house the morning after graduation, he threatened me. And my dad. I can’t talk to the police until we pay him back.” 
 
    “Why not just tell him you’d be able to pay him soon, once you get your inheritance?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and shuddered thinking about how Victor had pressed his squat body to mine, pinned me back onto the counter, and groped me . .  . kissed me. I dropped my plate on the table a little too hard and it clattered. My fork and knife tumbled onto the carpet.  
 
    His eyes were no longer warm. That hazel glow had hardened into a fierce, cold stare. He stood up with such force that he knocked his chair over. He turned to glare at me. “You need to trust me, Lana!” 
 
    “I do!” 
 
    “Then tell me the truth!” His eyes were blazing. “What did Victor do to you?” 
 
    My skin crawled as I spoke. “He changed the terms of the loan deal he made with my father. Instead of paying the half-million we owe him, he wants to be repaid with . . .” I looked down at the ground to avoid his stare. “Me.” His jaw dropped and he sat in stunned silence. His hands formed fists in his lap. “He wanted me to leave with him his boat, live on it until school started. I tried to get away and he grabbed me. The vase with the flowers you sent fell off the kitchen counter and smashed him on the head. Knocked him out cold. I ran outside just in time to see his two sidekicks show up. Arkady and the other guy.” 
 
    “Sergei. Wanted for murder in the Ukraine and London.” He raised an eyebrow. “By the way, while you were napping, I heard they found the body of a man over in Valley of Fire.” 
 
    “Self-defense is legal, isn’t it?” 
 
    Alexander’s eyes widened and he let out a rueful laugh. “I know hardened combat vets who’ve killed fewer men.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him! He . . . tripped and fell.”  
 
    “Is he the one who cut your hair off?” 
 
    I’d had no choice—it was either cut my hair and let him fall, or let him drag me to my death. 
 
    I took a deep breath and told him the story. “It was me or him.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Russian mafia, zero, Lana Goodwin, two. Remind me not to get on your bad side.” I didn’t mention the fact that he’d looked like he’d seen a ghost as he backed off the cliff.  
 
    An icy shard of terror pierced my heart. They were coming. I could feel it. 
 
     “You’re not safe, either. When they find me, they’ll kill you.”  
 
    Alexander leaned towards me. His face was very close to mine and I could smell his warm skin. It smelled like the sandalwood shampoo in the bathroom. “I’m not going to let them find us, Lana. Because I’m not letting you out of my sight until I get you to New York.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat and I secretly thrilled at his words. But the sharp claw of reality batted down my elation. I was keeping him away from his job, from his life, from the gorgeous girlfriend I was sure he must have. Why was he doing this for me? We were related so distantly, it definitely couldn’t have been that he needed a new fourth cousin twice removed or whatever I was to him. 
 
    “How come out of all the Ambroses, you were the one who came to find me. You draw the short straw?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “The 300-million-dollar question. Literally.” He leaned in close to me. “Don’t you remember? I told you—Severine asked me to do it. She was very persistent.” 
 
    Severine, Georgette’s former caretaker, had known my mother. Maybe she would know the reasons her life ended the way it had, why she’d run away. Severine was the key to understanding what had really happened to my mother. 
 
    “Is it okay that you’re taking all this time away from work?” 
 
    He grinned. “Technically, I’m working remotely. But remember, I work for the family business, and I’m a highly valued employee.” 
 
    He flipped on his tractor beam eyes and I was caught, frozen. “Once we’re better friends, you’ll get it.” 
 
    “You must not have many friends.”  
 
    He pressed his lips together and his deep dimples creased like he was suppressing a grin. 
 
    “You’d be amazed.” Chills galloped up my arms. I had a sudden vision of all the girls who must be in love with him. 
 
    “But wait—if you hadn’t tracked me down, if no one had ever known about me, Georgette’s money would go to you and your family. Right?” 
 
    He cocked his head and rubbed his chin. “True. There’d be no one to contest it, either.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Then you made a big mistake, Alexander. Your big pile of money would have gotten a whole lot bigger if you’d ignored Severine and never found me.” 
 
    Severine Tremblay had been Georgette’s caretaker in her old age. She’d been with her for years—and was the one who asked Alexander to find me. To find Georgette’s lost heir. 
 
    Me. 
 
    “Then you’re lucky Severine called me and not some other Ambrose.” He sat up and ran his hands through his dark hair. The sun through the windows made the baby blond hairs around his temples glint like spun gold. I caught my breath and looked away. He sighed. “Lana, the Ambroses aren’t exactly sweating it. We just have to get through this probate meeting, and then we can both move on with our lives.” 
 
    “What’s probate?” 
 
    “The legal word for fighting over an estate, in this case, your godmother’s.” 
 
    My godmother, Georgette Ambrose was dead, and yet . . . she’d spoken to me. In French. Through a psychic. That had happened, right? You’re not crazy. That was real. Somehow that happened. She really was my marraine—my godmother.  
 
    Tiny needles stabbed the back of my neck. If ghosts were real, the world just got a whole lot scarier. But they were real—how else did the knife fly into my hand? How did the snow globe fall? Who pushed the vase onto Victor’s head? How did the Señora know all those things? Who had written TANITH FREMONT on the glass door of the steam room before prom? How had I known all the details about Ramona’s affair with Louis Quarry—enough details to make Wade Jenner drive right off the road in a rage, nearly killing us all? 
 
    Was I really being haunted by my dead godmother?  
 
    Freed for a moment from his tractor beams, I took a deep breath and vowed to stop reading too much into his words. To remain calm. To stay far away from the edge of the abyss that loomed ahead of me: the bottomless abyss of my physical attraction to him.  
 
    If I slipped and fell in, I’d never escape. 
 
    He walked over to his duffel bag and dug out a plain white V-neck. “Here,” he said, tossing it to me. “Thought you’d want something clean to sleep in. I’ll have the hotel wash your clothes tonight. Now go get a good night’s sleep. We’ll talk more tomorrow—on the flight to New York.” 
 
    # 
 
    His t-shirt smelled like the clean, woodsy cologne he wore. It definitely hadn’t come of out a Fruit of the Loom five-pack, like the ones I bought my dad at Target. Alexander’s t-shirt had a label with a French designer’s name on it.  
 
    I tried to get comfortable and made the mistake of turning onto my left side. I yelped in pain—the Vicodin hadn’t kicked in yet. I turned onto my uninjured side and buried my head in the plush pillows. I’d never been to New York. My mother had grown up lonely and unhappy in New York City. She’d lost a child there.  
 
    Would my fairy tale evaporate in New York, too?  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Lacus Timoris ~ Lake of Fear 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt strange to be in regular clothes again. My sneakers were lead weights after three days in bare feet. I’d tucked Alexander’s soft V-neck into my jeans. The V was cut low on me so the diamond pendant was visible. But I didn’t have any other options, since the t-shirt I’d last worn had come back from the Amangiri laundry service with a large knife-shaped rip in the shoulder, right where I’d gotten stabbed. 
 
    I wore my new gift shop baseball hat to cover my squirrel-chewed hairdo. I didn’t need the extra attention. 
 
    I took a sharp intake of breath when we walked into the hotel lobby—it was scattered with guys who looked exactly like Arkady—young, vaguely European men with slicked-back hair, black jeans, and leather jackets. “Alexander, who are these guys?” I hissed. 
 
    “Some racing convention. Lana, relax.” My heart pounded in my throat. I quickly scanned the crowd, but didn’t see any familiar faces. The Russians are not here. They have no idea where you are. 
 
    I eased my body into the chair and pulled my baseball cap down as low as I could. Alexander dropped our bags at my feet: his duffel bag and my pathetic, filthy backpack containing all my worldly possessions. 
 
     “Stay here while I check out.”  
 
    “I need to hit a wig store ASAP.” 
 
    He chuckled. “We’ll clean you up in Vegas before the flight. You’ll have time this weekend to visit a hair salon and get some new clothes. You take your antibiotics?” I nodded. “Good. Have to keep you alive until we get to the lawyer’s office bright and early Monday, right?” He checked his watch and dug his phone out of his jeans pocket. 
 
    “I told your dad you’d call him before we left.”  
 
    I was not ready to talk to my dad. I knew he was feeling better, but I was furious at him. Had he known who my mother really was? Had he hidden my Ambrose family history from me? He’d never even finalized his divorce.  
 
    I scowled and shook my head. “Later.” 
 
    “Lana, he’s your father! Don’t you want to talk to him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Alexander sighed and pressed his phone into my hand. “Do it. And make sure to ask him about the rules.” 
 
    “What rules?” 
 
    “When I talked to him yesterday, he gave me some rules for our trip. He’s very protective of you, you know.”  
 
    I snorted derisively. “Little late for that. What rules?” 
 
    “Mostly things he doesn’t have to worry about, since we’re family.” His eyes sparkled and he flashed a wicked grin at me. For a second I could have sworn he was flirting with me. My cheeks burned with embarrassment. My dad never failed to miss an opportunity to embarrass me, even from hundreds of miles away.  
 
    “If I tell him where we are, Victor will find me,” I snapped. “I know it.” 
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes. “John already knows where we are! Not telling him where I took you is a crime. It’s called kidnapping.”  
 
    I stared up at him. “What?! Why? Literally the only thing keeping him alive is NOT knowing where I am!” I pulled his t-shirt down to show him my bandaged shoulder. “You don’t get it. Look what they did to me! Victor has spies, he’s probably on his way here right now in his Lamborghini.”  
 
    His eyes flicked over my wound. “Your dad is at the best hospital in San Francisco and there are armed bodyguards outside his room. Ex-military.”  
 
    “Great. Where’s my ex-military guard?” 
 
    He smirked and slid on his black Ray-bans. “That can be arranged. Now call the poor man. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I gripped his phone in my hand. He’s a stranger. He’s alone with an eighteen-year-old girl. He can’t lie tell my father.  
 
    But the familiar terror welled up in my throat. 
 
    # 
 
    I barely recognized the gravelly voice that answered. “Hello? Alexander?” 
 
    “It’s me, Dad.” Dead silence. “It’s Lana.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and coughed. “Lana honey! Is your arm feeling better? How are the stitches?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Dad. Much better.” After your loan shark’s thugs tried to kill me, that is.  
 
    He choked back a sob. “When I heard what those bastards did to you.” More sniffling and throat clearing. “The house is gone. They burned it down.” Muffled sobs. The more he cried, the calmer I got. Steel. I was going to be made of steel. They hadn’t broken me and they never would. Plus, two blubbering messes were not a good look for the Goodwin family.  
 
    “Is the Ferrari okay?” he asked. I almost threw the phone across the lobby. He was asking about the car? “If it’s in decent shape, we can get a good price for it. Just in case, you know, if the New York thing doesn’t work out.”  
 
    “You mean, if mom’s inheritance doesn’t come through? You knew about it, didn’t you? You knew who she was.” 
 
    The phone went quiet, which was all the confirmation I needed.  
 
    “Oh my God,” I hissed. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “For a lot of reasons you won’t understand. I only found out after she died, when they ran her fingerprints at the morgue. I never told you because, well, if she’d gone to the trouble of changing her name and hiding where she came from, I thought it was important to respect that.” 
 
    “You knew her father was Bart Fremont—you buried her next to him! You could have found out about the Ambroses—my other family, Dad—in like five minutes!” 
 
    He struggled to speak and then had a loud coughing fit. I pulled the phone away from my ear and covered my mouth. It was hard to hear him struggling to speak.  
 
    “Oh, Lana, I’m sorry. I figured I’d tell you when you were old enough.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut and wiped my tears with the corner of Alexander’s t-shirt.  
 
    I had one more bomb to drop. 
 
    “Ramona did this to us, Dad. She set us up.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” There was new vigor in his voice. 
 
    “She’s Victor’s niece.” There was a long silence. “Did you know that, too?” 
 
    Finally, in a strangled whisper, he said, “No. No, it can’t be.” 
 
    “Ramona’s maiden name is not Savage—it’s Savitch. Victor is her uncle!” 
 
    “My God. Victor . . . Goddammit, I should have known! They seemed to know each other a little too well.” He let out a mighty sigh. 
 
    “And you’re still legally married to her, aren’t you?” His silence confirmed the truth. “Why, Dad? Why?” 
 
    “I thought it was best at the time! I wanted financial security for you, and she convinced me not to finalize the divorce, so you could still be a beneficiary.” 
 
    “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “Honey, there’s one more thing. You might as well know this now, since you already hate me. Ramona wanted to adopt you. After the wedding. Her accountant told us it was the best thing to do for your future. So, she’s not really your stepmother. Legally, she’s . . . your mother.” 
 
    My hand gripped the cell phone so tightly the edges cut into my palm. My heart stopped beating. The muscles in my throat seized up and I had to force the words out. 
 
    “I see. I don’t hate you, Dad, but you did marry a sociopath whose uncle is a Russian mobster and let her adopt your daughter. You need to start learning a little more about the women you marry. I think she’s the one who sicced Victor on you in the first place. To hurt you, to stress you out. She must have known about your heart condition. And if we’re both dead, she gets mom’s money. All of it.” 
 
    A long silence. The hawk wheeled in the sky outside the window. “My God,” he whispered. “She did make a will for you. I didn’t pay attention at the time. I thought it was wonderful of her to care.” Yeah, you were too busy shopping for vintage cars to notice you’d left your daughter to be raised by a ruthless con artist.  
 
    Through gritted teeth, I said, “Ramona knew Mom at college. She knew who she really was. That’s why she made me a will—in case any Ambrose money came my way.”  
 
    He’d gotten tricked into marrying by a gold-digging sociopath. Ramona’s long con was about to pay off. 
 
    Deep coughs echoed through the phone. My anger melted away listening to it.  
 
    “Dad, I’m sorry. I love you—maybe we should talk later.”  
 
    I made eye contact with a bald, suntanned guy with a paunch squeezed into head-to-toe red racing leathers. I pulled the lid of my hat down tight over my eyes.  
 
    “Promise me, Lana,” he rasped. “Go to New York and don’t come back here until it’s safe!” 
 
    Alexander’s phone beeped. Another call was coming in from someone named GRETCHEN with a 212 number.  
 
    “I have to go.” My throat got tight. “I’ll call you when we land.”  
 
    “Stay alive. Just stay alive.” 
 
    My finger hovered above the answer button. What if it was his girlfriend? What would she say when she heard my voice? What would she have to be jealous of? You?  
 
    I dropped the phone in my lap and buried my head in my hands. My father had known my mother’s true identity for ten years. Another decision he’d made trying to “protect” me. Meanwhile, he’d been oblivious to his new wife plotting to get her hands on my mother’s secret fortune. 
 
    Worst of all, I’d been adopted by the most vile woman alive. He’d let her adopt me. 
 
    A sudden cold, creeping fear wormed its way up my spine. I carefully scanned the lobby. They’re not here. You have to calm down. I slumped down and stared out at the boundless clear sky stretching over infinite desert.  
 
    America was enormous. I was small.  
 
    Maybe they wouldn’t find me if I kept moving. Kept driving. 
 
    It was only the second week of summer break. I was supposed to be getting ready for college. Looking for a new summer job. Shopping for dorm supplies. Shower caddies. Extra-long sheets.  
 
    My head hurt. Graduation felt like a hundred years ago. The beautiful handmade gown I’d worn was burned to ashes along with everything else. Maya had texted Alexander photos of the charred wreckage. 
 
    My old life was over.  
 
    A new, thrilling, slightly terrifying one had begun. 
 
    # 
 
    Alexander stood at the concierge desk talking on the hotel’s phone. The girl at the desk stared up at him with a stupid grin on her face. She was a pretty, polished brunette in a sleeveless white blouse.  
 
    I decided I’d waited long enough. 
 
    I jumped up and walked across the polished concrete floor. 
 
    Alexander handed the phone back to the girl. “Thanks, Jordan, appreciate all the help.” 
 
    She smiled up at him. “The pleasure was all mine, Mr. Ambrose.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and held out his cell phone. “Good news. You have my dad’s permission to take me to New York.” Jordan stared at me as Alexander took his phone back. I smiled back at her. It was sort of hilarious seeing how other women reacted to him. Don’t gloat. You’re worse than she is. 
 
    Without saying a word, he took his phone, grabbed my arm, and led me away to a corner of the lobby.  
 
    Something had gone wrong.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. He stopped in front of one of the huge picture windows. 
 
    Then, I heard the unmistakable roar of a supercar’s engine. That high-pitched whine. Panic welled up and I turned to look outside. 
 
    A massive cloud of dust obscured the solitary winding road that led up to the hotel. The wind shifted, revealing a long line of race cars. There were at least twenty, of every color and make. 
 
    “What is THIS?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s the convention. Something called the Gumball Rally. A bunch of European billionaires trying to out-douchebag each other by racing across the country. A bunch of them got here late last night and woke me up, actually.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “So listen, I have good news and bad news.” 
 
     My stomach clenched. “Oh no.” 
 
    He leaned towards me and I could smell his warm skin. “Well, the good news is your stepmother is just fine! Healthy as a horse.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I whispered. 
 
    “That’s the bad news. She asked the local police to find her ‘missing stepdaughter.’ And it looks like they did.” 
 
    Blood drained out of my face. She’d found me. Oh my God.  
 
    “But if she knows where I am, we have to leave RIGHT NOW!”  
 
    He grabbed my hand as I backed away from him. 
 
    “Lana, we can’t do that. The police are on their way right now. You can tell them everything and they can go after Victor. He’ll stop hounding you. You won’t have to live in fear like this. It’ll be over.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t understand! You don’t know her. She’ll get them to send me back to her.” 
 
    “You’re eighteen. They can’t send you back to her against your will.”  
 
    My newly formed backbone of steel started to soften. Ramona had that effect on me. I pulled my hat down low and tried not to break down in the middle of the hotel lobby. 
 
    His eyebrows knit together and put his hands on my shoulders. “Why are you so afraid of her?” 
 
    I shrugged his hands off me. “I told you, she wants to kill me!” 
 
    “Literally kill?” 
 
    “Yes, literally! Ramona Crawford is Victor’s niece.” His mouth fell open. 
 
     “Really? Okay, all the more reason to get the police involved.” 
 
    He didn’t understand. The police would lead her right to me. Maybe I could steal his keys and drive off. I knew how to drive his car. He tried to take my hand again but I pulled it away. The green breakfast smoothie churned in my stomach. Spa food, Vicodin, and the threat of imminent death at the hands of my psycho ex-stepmother did not mix. My head spun. 
 
    “I’m a little nauseous. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Meet me back in the lobby, and hurry.” 
 
    I almost knocked down a housekeeper as I rounded the corner to the bathroom off the lobby. I willed myself not to throw up in front of the young hipster couple who stared at me as I ran past them.  
 
    I ducked into the bathroom and skidded into a stall just in time. I fell to my knees and emptied my stomach into the most beautiful toilet I’d ever barfed in.  
 
    When I was done, I sat back to catch my breath. Something hadn’t made sense. Why would Ramona call the police? She wouldn’t want me to rat her out. She was taking a major risk contacting the police, but maybe she knew I had no proof she’d done anything illegal. After all, on paper she was still my stepmother. My adopted mother, in fact. 
 
    But couldn’t track me down on her own. She’d need someone who had access to hotel records, car license plates, police databases. 
 
    My brain screamed. Wade Jenner. Could he have been the one on the phone with Alexander? Was it another one of her tricks? 
 
    I froze as the main door to the bathroom swung open. Heels clicked on the polished concrete floor and someone went into the other stall. 
 
    I left my stall and cleaned myself up at the sink.  
 
    Something clattered to the floor behind me and I turned to look. 
 
    A cell phone spun out from under the occupied stall. It came to a stop at my feet.  
 
    I bent down and picked the phone up. It had a leopard-print case.  
 
    The woman in the stall cursed angrily.  
 
    At least, it sounded like she cursed.  
 
    Because she spoke in what sounded a lot like Russian. 
 
    I turned the phone over and saw a text message open on the screen. 
 
    Virgin Air 1260 Vegas 2 NYC  
 
    Time slowed down. The toilet flushed. An alarm bell deep in my brain started blaring. Icy chills descended down my spine. 
 
    I stared, paralyzed in horror as the door to the stall swung open. 
 
    Nastia stepped out of the stall and took a step forward. She wore skin-tight white jeans and a cropped white leather racing jacket covered in various chains and buckles. Her long strawberry blond hair hung in mermaid waves around her shoulders and her makeup was caked on as thick as ever.  
 
    Before I could move, she snatched the phone from my hand.  
 
    “Dank you,” she rasped in thickly accented English. I ducked my head so the lid of my hat obscured most of my face. She doesn’t recognize you. Do not panic. Do not run. 
 
    Trying to act casual, I turned to the sink and washed my hands again.  
 
    But I forgot about the mirror. Our eyes met in the reflection. Her eyes widened and then raked down my body to my chest. 
 
    My hand flew up to my exposed pendant, which was swinging freely as I bent over the sink. I quickly tucked it into my shirt, but it was too late. 
 
    Her mouth curled into a glittering red smile.  
 
    Okay, NOW run! 
 
    I leaped to the door, pulling it open so hard it slammed into the opposite wall with a tremendous bang. I raced back to the lobby on legs that felt like wilted celery stalks. 
 
    Alexander was casually sitting next to our bags, chatting on his phone. 
 
    “We have to go! Now! Come on!” I grabbed my backpack and frantically tugged at his arm. 
 
    “I have to call you back,” he said into his phone, then shoved it into his pocket. “Lana, relax! The police are going to be here any second.” 
 
    Any second, SHE would be here. 
 
    “They’re here! In the hotel!” He stared at me like I was crazy. 
 
    “The police?”  
 
    “Nastia! She’s here!” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Victor’s girlfriend! We have to go NOW!” 
 
    “What?!” His face turned to stone. He shouldered his bag and mine, clasped my hand in a tight grip, and we ran. 
 
    # 
 
    I didn’t breathe until we were in the parking lot and found his silver Aston Martin Vanquish. I’d last seen it at Jack London State Park, where I’d been working my job as a valet parker. A drunk guy had hit me in it. I’d gotten fired. He’d witnessed the whole episode. 
 
    That was just last week. That happened last week.  
 
    It felt like a thousand years ago. 
 
    More race cars sped up the long, narrow road towards the hotel. Alexander threw our bags into the backseat and I jumped into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Get us out of here!” I screamed. 
 
    The tires squealed as he pulled out of the spot. As we raced away, we passed dozens of exotics—Buggatis, Porsches, Ferraris, other rare supercars I’d never seen before—and Lamborghinis in every color. 
 
    And then, the bright yellow Lamborghini Aventador with SAVITCH 1 plates. Next to it was the matching black one with SAVITCH 2 plates. The black one was streaked in orange dust. 
 
    “That’s Victor’s. So’s that one.” 
 
    “Double Lambos?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “A double douchebag. Your seatbelt on?” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Good. I’m putting this thing in Track mode. Hold on!” He pushed the gear shifter to T and lowered his foot on the gas. The Vanquish leapt forward like a rocket as we blasted down the long sloping road away from the hotel.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Lacus Spei ~ Lake of Hope 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The only flaw in the otherwise perfect Aston Martin Vanquish is the gas mileage. Our escape from the Amangiri was only twenty minutes old before we had to pull into an ancient one-pump gas station. 
 
    Blazing sun beat down on the car as Alexander filled the tank. I slid out of my seat, walked to the edge of the gas station, and squinted in the bright light. My adrenaline overdose evaporated in the heat, leaving me exhausted. Endless desert stretched in every direction and hot gusts of wind blew across the curving one-lane highway running back to the hotel.  
 
    I just wanted to go back to sleep. To forget to be scared.  
 
    To forget I was being hunted like an animal. 
 
    I leaned against the back of the car and the metal seared my skin through my jeans. A deep-throated engine purred in the distance and my breath caught. A Murcielago painted in white and black zebra stripes passed by, heading towards the Amangiri.  
 
    I shuddered. Eventually a yellow or black Lamborghini would be behind us and it would start all over again. 
 
    “Can you get back in the car, please?” He was right. What was I doing? I got in and put my seatbelt back on. He started the engine and handed me his phone.  
 
    “Get me directions to the 15.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To the place they keep the airplanes.” 
 
    I gasped. “Vegas?” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Are we flying Virgin Airlines?”  
 
    “How’d you know?”  
 
    I stared dumbly at his phone. “Nastia knows our flight number! She knows the airline. They’ll be waiting.”  
 
    He looked around dramatically. “Well, I don’t see anyone else on the road heading to Vegas. Unless he has a helicopter, we’re probably going to be fine.” 
 
    “He has a whole bunch of guys who work for him! I’m telling you, we can’t go to Vegas.” 
 
    He sighed. “If you’re that upset, I can try to get us on a different flight. Which might mean we have to stay overnight.” He adjusted the rearview window. “Lana, no one can do anything to you in an airport. It’s crawling with cops.” 
 
    “Then they’ll be on the plane—or at the gate in New York! You don’t get it! I am not going back to Las Vegas!” 
 
    His jaw muscles tightened. His eyes were hidden behind his dark sunglasses and he didn’t say a word. The terror of running from Arkady hit me full force. I started sweating and my pulse shot up. Why was I even involved in this? Cops and Russian mafia and guys with knives chasing after me? I’d never even stolen a pack of gum. I was also humiliated that all my father’s dirty laundry was exposed. Through Alexander’s eyes, I must have seemed like a giant pile of white trash dysfunction. 
 
    I hated him seeing me like that. 
 
    He grabbed his phone and started typing until a calm woman’s voice spoke. “Okay, directions to Las Vegas. In sixty-eight miles, turn left onto Highway 389.” 
 
    I glared at him, speechless, but he stared straight ahead. The sun coming in through the window illuminated his profile. 
 
    “You have to take me someplace else! Anywhere but the airport!” Hot tears bit my cheeks. The desert flew by in a blur. He sped up behind a semi-truck and veered in front of it.  
 
    “I’m not an Uber driver, Lana. Where would you like me to drive you?” 
 
     “You got a doctor to a hotel in the middle of nowhere! Can’t we find a different way to New York?” He ran a hand through his hair and I sensed his eyes rolling behind his sunglasses. “Please. I’m not trying to cause trouble.” 
 
    He snorted. “You don’t have to try, you are trouble.” 
 
    He hated me. I suddenly felt the full weight of his burden. I was the burden. My cheeks burned and I chewed my lip, trying to think of a way out. 
 
    “Please don’t do this,” I whispered. 
 
    His hand got tighter on the wheel. “Now you’re making me feel like I am kidnapping you. When I agreed to take you to New York, I didn’t plan on a three-day trip through the desert chasing after a teenage girl. And now you want me to find a private jet at a magical invisible airport somewhere? Look, I have to get you across the country by Monday and my options are kind of limited right now, okay?” He sounded exasperated. His phone rang. “I have to take this. Don’t say anything, okay?” He put a wireless earbud in his ear and pressed a button on his phone.  
 
    “Hello? Oh, hello! Yes, she’s good. We’re on our way to the airport now.” 
 
    There was a long pause. He cursed under his breath. I watched him quietly. “Why?” Another pause. “Okay, I understand. We’ll be there then. Thanks, Severine.” 
 
    Severine! Georgette’s caretaker. The one who’d sent Alexander to find me. Alexander threw the phone onto the center console. The fairy tale in my head crumbled a bit more. I braced myself for bad news. Change of plans. They made a mistake. It’s not you. He’ll take you home, tell you to forget this ever happened. 
 
     “Is everything okay?” He slammed on the brakes, veered across the highway, and pulled up hard on the shoulder. Rocks and dust flew as the car jerked to a stop.  
 
    “Stay here,” he snapped. 
 
    He got out and walked away from the road out into the desert until he was surrounded by a sea of orange sand. He stopped and shoved his hands into his pockets. The golden late afternoon light lit him up from behind so he was in silhouette.  
 
    All his edges gleamed as he paced back and forth.  
 
    His faded jeans hugged his butt and legs and his shirt was open at the neck just enough for me to admire his chest. I forced myself to stop ogling him and stay mad at him. I hadn’t asked for this! I’d never asked for any of this. Was I the one insisting on some stupid trip to New York? Why did I even need to be at the stupid meeting?  
 
    Hadn’t these people ever heard of email? 
 
    I shoved the car door open and got out. His head snapped to attention and he glared at me. I marched toward him while picking my way around short prickly cactus plants and various menacing-looking snake holes. I stopped a few feet away from him and planted my hands on my hips. 
 
    “Well? What did Severine say? Or is this a tantrum because I don’t want to be hand-delivered to the assassins planning to kill me at the airport?” 
 
    He sighed. “The meeting with Georgette’s trustee got pushed back.” Pushed back. Not cancelled. In my head, I patched my crumbling sandcastle’s turrets.  
 
    There was still hope. 
 
    “Until when?” 
 
    “Week from tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
    “It complicates things. Sorry, I’m not mad at you. Well, I am mad at you, but not because of this. I just—I didn’t plan on—” He looked up at me and scowled. My cheeks burned. Of course he’s mad at you! He has a life, a job, probably a harem of supermodel girlfriends to get back to. You have nothing and no one to get back to.  
 
    “Got it. You didn’t plan on getting stuck babysitting me all week in New York.” I didn’t bother to hide the bitterness in my voice. I kicked a clod of dirt and it exploded softly, coating my sneaker in a film of orange dust. 
 
    “Lana—” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” I said, a little too brightly. “I’ll go back to Sonoma and stay at my friend Maya’s house. I’ll fly to New York next week—you don’t even have to go. Pretty sure I can get myself on an airplane.” 
 
    “Except you can’t,” he retorted. 
 
    “Not when the hitman knows my flight number I can’t! But don’t worry—I know this little adventure has already taken up way too much of your time.” 
 
    He stared at me with his mouth open. “You want to bail? I left you alone for five minutes, and Nastasha or whatever her name is showed up.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Hey, I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me! You saved my life, and I owe you for that. But you now have my permission to quit as my escort across the country! I can take care of myself from here!”  
 
    I whirled around and stomped back to the car, my brain spinning. I could hunt down my Maranello at the police impound lot in Nevada, get the tires replaced, and drive myself. New Ferrari tires would probably cost over a thousand dollars and I had a little less than two hundred dollars in my wallet. Would two hundred dollars be enough for bus fare? If I got on a bus to New York, would I even get there in a week? 
 
    Shoes crunched through gravel towards the car. He swung into his seat and yanked the door closed after him. 
 
    I took a deep breath and stared out my window. “If you could just drop me at the nearest bus station, I’d appreciate it,” I said, my voice wavering a little. “I’ll reimburse you for all your expenses as soon as I can.” 
 
    He slammed his fist onto the steering wheel. 
 
    “Will you just stop?” 
 
    “Why are you so mad at me?” 
 
    “I’m not mad at you, okay?” 
 
    The car got uncomfortably hot. The V12 engine roared to life and he adjusted the temperature dials. Cool air hissed through the vents as he steered back onto the road. 
 
    I gripped the sides of my leather seat. “Then what’s wrong?” 
 
    He sighed, his hands gripping the wheel. “Georgette’s lawyer, who is also the trustee, thinks any delay could mean they’re planning to contest your claim.” 
 
    “They?” 
 
    His body relaxed a little into the deep seat. “He’s kept it as quiet as he could, but it’s possible other people could come forward to claim the money. And the other reason is, frankly, I’d rather not spend a week hanging out with my family there.” He gave me a slight, sad smile. 
 
    The voice on his phone chimed in. “In three miles, keep left for Las Vegas.” 
 
    “So you don’t want to go New York today,” I asked. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no way I’m going to Las Vegas.” 
 
    He sighed. “You mentioned that.” 
 
    “Can I go back to Sonoma?” 
 
    “No fucking way.”  
 
    “Then I guess we just have to drive,” I said quietly. The words were out before I really knew what I was saying.  
 
    “To New York?” He snorted derisively and shook his head. “You want to spend seven days on the road? Stuck in a car with me?” Uh, yes, please. 
 
    “It’s a really nice car,” I offered. I’d blurted it out, but suddenly the idea of spending a week with Alexander was the thing I wanted more than anything else. “We can stay hidden from Victor’s guys, keep moving. It’s a big country—no way they can find us.” It certainly wasn’t my idea to get chased from my home by gangsters. A road trip to New York was actually the sensible thing to do. I was being practical. “Don’t worry, I’ll do a lot of the driving, and I’ll pay my own way. I’m a professional driver, actually. Remember, you saw me working as a valet that night?” 
 
    For a second he was silent, and I thought he was about to say yes. The smile left his face. He threw his sunglasses onto the dash and turned to look at me, eyebrows raised. “You’re in no shape for a cross-country road trip—you’re recovering from a serious injury! Doctor Ambrose does not approve of this idea.” 
 
    “Look at me,” I said. “Do I look sick to you?” He dragged his gaze up from my feet to my face. I fidgeted uncomfortably. He grimaced.  
 
    His phone chimed in again. “In one quarter of a mile, keep left for Las Vegas.” 
 
    The highway forked just ahead. A huge green sign over the road had two arrows: one pointed left for Las Vegas, the other pointed right and said HWY 40 GRAND CANYON/FLAGSTAFF.  
 
    He made no move to turn the wheel. 
 
    I played my final card. “If you won’t let me go home, and you won’t let me go to New York alone, then this is the only way.” 
 
    Alexander was quiet. “Do you know what the gas alone will cost? This is not a Prius.”  
 
    “I’m gonna be rich, right? Add it to my tab.” 
 
    The fork in the road loomed. In a few seconds, we’d fly past it and be on our way to Las Vegas and my certain painful death.  
 
    “I know you find me extremely charming now,” he said, “but you will change your mind after spending all day in a car with me.” I could never, EVER get tired of being with Alexander Ambrose. 
 
    “You talked me into it,” I said. “I’ll agree it on condition— you let me drive.” To my relief, he grinned. 
 
    The fork was upon us.  
 
    “No way.”  
 
    I was about to protest when he said, “No to you driving, I mean.” He swung the steering wheel to the right. “Flagstaff, here we come.”  
 
    Inside, I yelped in triumph.  
 
    He was all mine for seven days. 
 
    # 
 
    I kept my eyes closed while Miguel the barber snipped away. He was an older Latino man with an incredible head of glossy white hair gelled into a slick pompadour.  
 
    “Ready to look?”  
 
    “Uh, I guess so.” He turned the red pleather barber chair around so I was facing a mirror. He brushed my bare neck with a soft brush. I pulled off the smock and opened my eyes.  
 
    My self-administered ponytail-ectomy had been transformed into a short page boy. I ran a hand up the back of my shorn skull. It didn’t feel like my own head. But from the front, it was maybe okay. I ran my hand through the front of my hair and the bangs spiked up in front. Miguel held a mirror up behind me. Yep, from the back I looked like a dude. 
 
    “Look. At. You.” Alexander appeared in the mirror behind me. He’d gotten a major trim. His hair was buzzed on the sides and shorter on top than before. I almost gasped then bit my lip to stop myself. The cut accentuated his killer cheekbones and enhanced his overall hotness.  
 
    He smirked at me. “Not many girls can pull off a cut like that.” 
 
    I climbed off the chair, my cheeks burning. “Including this one. Thank you,” I said to Miguel. 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Alexander muttered. He paid for our cuts at the register and took a red lollipop out of the plastic jar on the counter.  
 
    “This is for being a good girl.” I ripped the wrapper off and shoved the lollipop in my mouth. I pulled one out of the jar for him. “And this is for not getting me murdered today.”  
 
    We walked out into the baking sun, sucking on lollipops like little kids. We were about an hour outside Flagstaff in a tiny, one-road town. We’d just stopped for a quick lunch, but I’d spotted the barber shop across the street. 
 
    He handed me a plastic bag as we walked back to the Vanquish parked at the curb. “Got you some stuff. Road trip supplies.” I peeked inside and saw sunscreen, lip balm, a few packs of gum, a new toothbrush, and some crossword puzzle books. “And this. Road trip disguise.” 
 
    He handed me a pair of glasses. I unfolded them and slid them onto my face—mirrored aviators. I checked my reflection in the window. With the haircut and the glasses, I looked like a totally different person. I turned to model them for him.  
 
    “My Russian buddies will never recognize me. How do they look?” 
 
    He flicked his eyes over my face. “Not bad. But watch this.” He slowly pulled an identical pair of sunglasses out of his breast pocket and put them on. He cocked his head as if to one-up me. I cackled with glee.  
 
    “Hey, now all we need are matching tattoos!”  
 
    “Wow, great idea. Your dad will love that. I didn’t need intact shinbones anyway.” He handed me his phone. “Direct me to the next hotel before you get any other horrible ideas.” 
 
    # 
 
    For once, we didn’t talk about Ramona or the Russians or why we were driving to New York. Instead, we listened to music and told stories about our families. We avoided any sensitive topics. He didn’t ask me all the typical things people loved to ask me about, like how hard was it to grow up with no mother, why did she kill herself, and what was it like being Cressida Crawford’s stepsister. It was like he knew instinctively what to avoid.  
 
    I found myself relaxing in his presence. 
 
    As long as I avoided his stare. Then those tractor beams melted me down into Idiot Lana who couldn’t form sentences. 
 
    My new sunglasses gave Arizona a cool sepia filter. The wind through the open car window ruffled my short hair. I ran my hand through it to tame it. Alexander’s signature move made more sense now that I had short hair, too. And my arm injury was hardly hurting. I realized with a shock that I was sort of happy for the first time in a long time.  
 
    Maybe everything would be okay. 
 
    Or maybe a different kind of misery was coming my way. Sighing, I pressed the switch to close the window. The glass slid up and I was face-to-face with my reflection. 
 
    “Everything okay?” he asked. The sun was setting directly behind us and the world took on an unreal glow.  
 
    I nodded. I’d made a terrible mistake. Spending hours a day in close proximity to the one guy in the world I was not allowed to have a crush on was torture only a madman could have devised.  
 
    What had I done? 
 
    # 
 
    “This is the best you could do?” He looked around the drab hotel hallway and scowled. It smelled like Lysol and stale cigarettes. We walked down the silent corridor. I’d gotten two rooms, obviously—there are no luxury suites in the Holiday Inn Express. He handed me my plastic key card. 
 
    “Sorry, no five-star resorts in Flagstaff,” I said. “Anyway, after the Amangiri, I don’t want you to waste more money on me. A bed is a bed.” 
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes. “Wrong. Next time, I choose.” He looked at the keys and stopped at a door. “Okay, this is you.” He handed me the bag with the submarine sandwich and water bottle we’d picked up at the grimy deli next to the hotel. “I’m right across the hall if you need me.”  
 
    I took the bag and nodded, too tired to smile.  
 
    He stood there staring at me.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you . . . want to come to my room and eat with me?” He looked hopeful, but every nerve in my body was weary. I’d been fighting off my attraction to him. For hours. I needed a break from the torment. 
 
    “Honestly, I am just going to scarf this down and pass out. Trust me, you don’t want to see that.” He smiled. 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll get you a phone that works. In the meantime, just bang on the wall if any Russians or serial killers show up, okay?” 
 
    My door unlocked with a loud click and I pushed it open. “Okay, thank you.” 
 
    “And don’t forget to take your pills.”  
 
    Intense air conditioning hit me. “I won’t. Good night.” He stood there for a beat, watching me go in. His joking demeanor slipped away and for a second I imagined what he must have looked like as a little boy. 
 
    “Sleep tight, Princess.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Lacus Lenitatis ~ Lake of Softness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By eight the next morning we were speeding east. 
 
    “No more shitholes, please.” 
 
    “It was hardly a shithole,” I said, rolling my eyes. I scrolled through his phone’s map app. “Have you always been this spoiled?” 
 
    “Me, spoiled? Just make sure the next one is four stars or above. One of my non-negotiable rules.” 
 
    “No wonder my mom wanted out of there,” I muttered. 
 
    His jaw dropped and he feigned like I’d punched him. “Ouch. Hey, money may not buy happiness, but it does buy hotel rooms with high-quality mattresses. You’re too young to understand these things. Listen closely and I will impart my wisdom to you.”  
 
    I sighed. “Should I book you a massage, too?” 
 
    “Yeah and better throw in a back wax.” His back was smooth and tan and hairless. My mouth went a little dry thinking about how he looked swimming in the buff at the Amangiri. I squirmed in my seat. He held the wheel lightly with one hand, the other draped along the back of my seat. 
 
    I regretted our trip more each minute. Why had I subjected myself to the torture of sitting three inches from Alexander Ambrose all day? I was like a diabetic in a candy store. He was off limits in every possible way, not to mention completely out of my league. But my body responded to him, even just his voice, in a way I didn’t understand. When he said my name, my temperature rose. The rare moments when his hand brushed my leg or my shoulder lit my skin on fire. I needed to get to New York as fast as possible. 
 
    “Why are you driving sixty in a seventy?” I asked. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and pressed the gas. The Aston Martin leaped forward and he steered into the fast lane. 
 
    “Don’t you want to hear my other non-negotiable rules?” A mischievous smile played on his lips.  
 
    I scowled. “Not really.”  
 
    “Don’t you have any rules, Lana?” The way he said it made my heart stop beating for a second.  
 
    “Rules?” 
 
    “I’ll allow you one rule.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll allow me one?” I scoffed. “How generous.” 
 
    “It’s my car. You’re lucky you get one.” He turned and grinned at me. “Well?” 
 
    “Fine. My non-negotiable rule is, I get to drive sometimes.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I have a better idea. I drive and keep us alive.” 
 
    “I’m a great driver, okay?” It was my one skill. 
 
    He chuckled. “My second non-negotiable rule is: people with giant stab wounds in their arms don’t get to drive me around in fast cars.” 
 
    “Ok, fine, here’s my rule: I get to choose more affordable hotels.” 
 
    “Here’s my rule: anybody who complains about money gets to take the bus.” 
 
    “Which brings me to my final rule: no more talking about rules,” I snapped. 
 
    An awkward silence descended in the car. Were we in a fight? I busied myself looking for a hotel on his phone. “Albuquerque. It’s only four hours away and it has a Four Seasons and a Ritz.” 
 
    “I’d like to get to New York before Christmas.” 
 
    I recalculated the directions. “Seven hours to a town called Tucumcari.” 
 
    “Book the most expensive hotel they have.” 
 
    # 
 
    As the southwestern United States blurred past my window, the distance between me and my ancestral home stretched out behind me. My unpleasant childhood memories clung to me as if by a thin rubber band. The further away from Sonoma I went, the longer and thinner it stretched.  
 
    It would snap soon. 
 
    I silently urged the car onwards, towards my future. My future what I had no idea, but anything was better than my past.  
 
    Six more days on the road. Then I would be in his world.  
 
    Where would that leave me? 
 
    # 
 
    My sweaty legs were burning up in my dirty jeans, and there was nowhere to do laundry. I was crawling out of my skin.  
 
    We’d stopped at a Verizon store in downtown Albuquerque so I could get a new phone. As he pulled into the small lot, I spotted a store across the street that looked like it had women’s clothes.  
 
    “I’ll be right back.”  
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “You have ten minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” I shot back. I could feel him watching me as I dashed across the street.  
 
    The store mostly stocked women’s golf and tennis clothing, but I found a pack of plain white underwear in my size, socks, a couple bras, a few hot-weather basics—and a new cotton nightie. I’d been sleeping in hotel bathrobes and Alexander’s oversized t-shirt.  
 
    I threw in a pair of flip flops and a canvas tote bag to hold it all. When I came out of the dressing room in my new shorts and a tank top, holding the tags for my new undies and bra, the salesgirl looked at me like I was crazy. I didn’t even care that my shoulder bandage was showing. It was 112 degrees outside. 
 
    When I got back to the car, Alexander was on the phone and the engine was running. I waited outside. The hot air caressed my bare legs. 
 
    He rolled the window down. “I’m back,” I said. 
 
    “I see that.”  
 
    I pulled the door open, slid into my seat, and dropped the tote bag full of clothes in the back. The leather was warm and soft under my bare thighs. I ran my hand through my cropped hair, which I was not at all used to. I slid my mirrored sunglasses on. 
 
    “Let’s hit it,” I said. 
 
    He handed me a Verizon shopping bag with my new phone. “I like the new look.” 
 
    “I could not deal with jeans one more second in this heat.” I peeked in the bag. “Awesome, thank you for the phone. You can—” 
 
    “Add it to your tab, I know. Good, because I got you the most expensive one they had. Do not lose this one.” The Vanquish shot out of the parking lot onto the main road and took a hard right. I almost slid into his lap. “Speaking of tabs, what did you use to buy all that stuff?”  
 
    “I had some cash left.” 
 
    He scowled. “Next time, tell me. I’ll take care of it.” My cheeks burned.  
 
    “Life tip: You’re supposed to tell a girl you like her outfit, not berate her for shopping with her own money,” I said. 
 
    He glanced at my legs. “Summer Lana is officially my favorite Lana.” I blushed and squirmed. “You’ll still need clothes for New York. In fact, you’ll need a bunch of clothes, right? Do you even have any other shoes with you?” 
 
    “I left the duffel bag with clothes and shoes in my Ferrari. Everything else I own was destroyed in the fire. So I sort of need . . . everything.” A new house. Furniture. A computer. Books. A boyfriend. A life. Help. 
 
    His phone rang. The caller ID said, “Gretchen.” 
 
    I’d forgotten to tell him she’d called before.  
 
    He reached over and tapped to end the call. 
 
    “Who was that?” I asked as casually as I could. She’s a supermodel, probably engaged to him. Maybe they’ll ask you to be a junior flower girl at their wedding. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to push the thoughts away. 
 
    Alexander gripped the wheel with both hands and threaded the Vanquish in front of a big truck clogging the lane. I held on so I wouldn’t slide right onto his lap. 
 
    “My sister.” 
 
    A sister! Not a girlfriend! Relief flooded my body, followed immediately by shame for being relieved. And just because he has a sister doesn’t mean he’s single, you idiot! 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know you had a sister.” 
 
    He cocked his head and looked at me. “Lots you don’t know.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. Was that an invitation to pry? “Then tell me. You know more about me than I do, but all I know about you is that you’re my twelfth cousin fourteen times removed and you like nice beds and swimming naked.” 
 
    “What else could you possibly need to know?” He grinned. He liked teasing me.  
 
    “Start at the beginning.” I tore open a pack of gum. He held out his hand and I dropped a piece of gum into it. We popped them into our mouths at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, so now you want to be friends?” 
 
    Not exactly, Alexander. But friends was better than enemies. 
 
    “Sure, let’s be friends.” I held out my hand and he shook it. I almost jumped at the feel of his warm skin on mine.  
 
    “Okay, kid, listen up. It’s a long and tragic story.”  
 
    “So’s mine,” I said. He smiled and reached over and squeezed my shoulder, sending a shock wave through me. I had to pull it together. 
 
    “I have an idea,” he said. “Ever play Truth or Dare?” 
 
    My stomach curled but I kept my face expressionless as I nodded. Yes, I had. New Year’s Eve at Trevor Blazick’s house. Being forced to spend ten minutes in his basement bathroom with him. Only my puking had stopped him from doing what he wanted to do.  
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Come on! We have a lot of time to kill on this trip. I ask a question, you answer it honestly. Then you get to ask me something.”  
 
    What secrets could he possibly have? What tragedy? He was Mr. Perfect. 
 
    “You start.” 
 
    I thought for a second. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-three next week. We’re both June babies.” That made him . . .  “I’m five years older than you.” He’d done the math.  
 
    HE HAD DONE THE MATH. 
 
    Relax, he’s just pointing out the obvious. He is not trying to do calculations on age-appropriate boyfriends for an eighteen-year-old. “But that’s a lame question—you can do better than that.” 
 
    “What’s your sister like and why don’t you ever pick up when she calls?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and cleared his throat. “Gretchen? She’s fine, but she’s a little messed up. Clingy. She had a weird childhood. She’s getting married this fall, which is good. Roy’s a good guy, and he’s loaded, so she’s happy.”  
 
    “Does she work for your dad’s company too?” 
 
    He nodded. “Last time I checked she was selling our condos in midtown. I could be wrong. We’re not as close as we used to be.”  
 
    “What does your family do again?”  
 
    He shrugged. “We work real hard making a big pile of money get bigger. Mostly through real estate development.” 
 
    “What do you do?” I asked. He pressed his lips together and opened his window a crack. Steamy, hot air whipped through the car. 
 
    “I scout properties to develop. I’ve been pitching Elijah on buying a vineyard in Sonoma, maybe adding a hotel.” Buying a vineyard. He said it so casually, like he’d told them to buy a cup of coffee. How rich were they?  
 
    “Do you like it?” I asked. He suppressed a crooked smile and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m not allowed to complain. Especially when I’m driving an Aston Martin.” I studied his face. I’d worked for my dad. Sometimes it was hard to be related to the boss.  
 
    “You hate it.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Soren had no interest in the family business. So it was all me. I’m okay with it, really. The perks are good.” 
 
    “Who’s Soren?” 
 
    He looked shocked by this. He grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I keep forgetting you don’t know, sorry. My older brother. He’s a painter and he lives in Montauk. 
 
    “Houses?”  
 
    He cocked his head like he was confused. “Huh? Oh, no, not houses.” He laughed. “Art. At least he calls its art. I think his stuff is a little pretentious, but what do I know. He sells his paintings for thousands.”  
 
    Alexander was the baby of the family. How interesting. 
 
    “My turn,” he said, in a sing-song voice. “Truth: What was Ramona Crawford like as a stepmother?” 
 
    My smile froze on my face. “Ever see Cinderella? Like that, only not as warm and loving.” 
 
    The inside of the Vanquish got quiet. I silently prayed he wouldn’t pry any deeper. I leaned against the headrest and looked out the window. Billboards advertising casinos and strip clubs and used car dealerships lined the highway. 
 
    Finally, he spoke. “That bad?” 
 
    Nights locked in the pool house guest room. The slaps. The screaming. The threats. The time she yanked my arm and dislocated my elbow. “The worst part was the little stuff. She would go out of her way to be generous with her daughters and not to me.”  
 
    His jaw clenched. “Why would your dad let her do that?” 
 
    “My father is sweet but clueless. Ramona was funding his new business, so she sent him on buying trips to pick up inventory, bid on new cars. She wanted him out of the house a lot. She had boyfriends. My father was so happy I had siblings and a new ‘mother,’ I could never bear to tell him the truth. Until the end.” 
 
    “What happened in the end?” That final fateful night he’d found me with my nose bleeding after Wade Jenner hit me in the face and Ramona locked me in the guest room. At last he saw the truth. He ended my nightmare and took me home that night—back to our little house in Glen Ellen. 
 
    “Her main boyfriend hit me, and my dad came home in time to see me hurt.”  
 
    “Holy shit.”  
 
    “He’s the one who was driving when you found me on the road. He’s a cop in Napa. Wade Jenner.” I drummed my fingers on the armrest. Telling him made me feel a little lighter, like heavy stones were lifting off my shoulders. 
 
    Alexander’s jaw clenched and he blew out a deep breath. “If I’d known this earlier I don’t think he would have survived that car wreck.” The engine spun louder and the desert flew by. The G forces pushed me back into the leather seat. “Stepparents can be assholes. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For your sake, I hope you never have one,” I said. 
 
    A barely perceptible shadow flitted across his face. “Okay, that’s enough truth for one day,” he said, his voice tense. “Time to take your pills, Lana.” 
 
    # 
 
    The most expensive hotel in town didn’t look much better than the neon-signed motels we’d passed on the way. I sighed, waiting for a lecture on mattress quality.  
 
    “This looks pretty good. Nice job,” he said, pulling into the small parking lot in front of a series of low-slung white adobe buildings. It was almost eight at night but the sun was just setting over the horizon.  
 
    After we picked up our keys, we strolled down the open-air breezeway to our rooms. I stopped in front of mine and turned to say goodnight. Even after a full day of driving, he looked beautiful. Meanwhile, I was a sweaty mess. 
 
    And I had another long night to look forward to. At the Amangiri, I’d gotten used to not being alone.  
 
    I’d discovered that I preferred not being alone. 
 
    He gently removed my baseball hat and ruffled my sweaty hair. 
 
    “I’m almost used to this hair,” he said. I swallowed hard and willed myself not to blush. 
 
    “Don’t get too used to it, I’ve ordered it to grow back as fast as possible.” He grinned. He handed me the key, my backpack, and the tote bag stuffed with my clothes. I made the mistake of raising my eyes to his and the tractor beams got me. I was suddenly frozen to the spot.  
 
    “Call me if you need me. Keep your phone charged, but stay off social media. We don’t need anyone knowing where we are, right?” He’d gotten me two extra car chargers and a wall charger. Just in case. 
 
     “You don’t have to worry about social media. I have like two friends and you met them both at my graduation.” He dropped his duffel bag to the ground and took my chin in his hand. He tilted my head up until I was looking into his eyes. 
 
    “Now you have three.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” I stammered. I somehow got my door open and stumbled inside as fast as I could.  
 
    A few minutes later he texted me. Go to sleep! 
 
    I texted him back a thumbs-up emoji and a doctor emoji. 
 
    I immediately created a new contact for him in my phone. Then I texted Maya to tell her I was okay, and not to give anyone my new number.  
 
    She didn’t text back.  
 
    I plugged the phone into the wall to charge and collapsed on the bed. The more time I spent with Alexander, the lonelier I felt.  
 
    After New York, he’d go back to his normal life. 
 
    I’d have to create a new one, alone. 
 
    # 
 
    Right before I fell asleep, my phone rang. Thinking it was Alexander, I answered it without checking the number. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “Lana? Is that you?” a scratchy kid’s voice asked. My heart faltered a little. It was Eden, my younger step-sister. The only friend I’d had during my imprisonment at Casa Crawford. 
 
    “Oh, hi Eden!” If she’d somehow gotten my number and called me, something was wrong—she wasn’t allowed to have any contact with me. Cressida’s rule. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?” 
 
    She started crying. I flashed back to all the nights she’d snuck into my bed. We’d been each other’s comfort in that cold house. 
 
    “Eden! What is it?” 
 
    She sniffled and sneezed. “I’m moving. My mom’s selling our house. I didn’t know if I would get to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Cressida had told me before graduation that her mother was trying to sell the ornate faux chateaux she’d built with her first husband’s money.  
 
    “I’m moving to L.A. to live with my dad and I’m never coming back here, Lana! And this time he’s coming to get me himself.” Her father, Martin Crawford, plastic surgeon to the stars, lived in Malibu. He was kind and so was his second wife. Eden would have a better life with him.  
 
    Away from the wicked witch and her eldest daughter. 
 
    “Okay, I’m glad. I think it sounds awesome! Will you miss your mom and sister?” 
 
    Her crying stopped. “Cressy is staying here with my mom. My dad wants her to go to rehab, but she says she won’t.”  
 
    A pit formed in my stomach. The truth about Cressida had finally reached her parent’s ears, but all I could think about was Eden having to live through it all. “Rehab?” 
 
    “Yeah. I caught her doing bad stuff with her friend Trevor and I told my dad, so now my mom AND Cressy are mad at me.” She started crying. “I hate it here, Lana. I wish you were here.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried not to cry. As hard as things had been for me, at least I’d had a mother who loved me and whom I’d loved. It would have been so much easier if she’d been a bad mother. If she’d been like Ramona. Of course, her last act had been the ultimate abandonment. She’d left us forever, without even a note. 
 
    “You were just trying to help. You’re a good sister.” 
 
    Cressida would never change, but Eden didn’t need to know that yet.  
 
    “Will you be back soon so I can say goodbye to you?” she asked. “There was a box with your name on it in the pool house and it had your old teddy bear. Remember the one my mom gave you when you first moved here?” 
 
    The stuffed bear? I’d hated that bear with its black staring eyes. I’d stashed it on a bookshelf in my room during my Crawford years. When I’d ended up in the pool house at Cressida’s after party, the bear had been the last thing I’d seen before I blacked out under Caleb.  
 
    I shivered at the awful memory. 
 
    “You keep it. Or throw it away.”  
 
    “No, you have to have it so you remember me.” She sniffled and it sounded like she was blowing her nose. “I’ll leave it with Maya, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, sure. Wait—where’s your mom?” After Wade crashed his car, I’d assumed she’d slink back home and lay low. 
 
    “On a trip with Wade. I think they’re in Las Vegas.” 
 
    Relief swept through me. Vegas was far away from Arkansas.  
 
    Vegas was also where Victor and Nastia had been planning to kill me.  
 
    Did Ramona really, truly want me dead? It was still hard to believe she was that evil. Selfish and greedy, yes. But an actual murderer? Of her own adopted stepdaughter? 
 
    After I got off the phone, I stared out the window at the unfamiliar cityscape, thinking. Rain fell steadily, drumming on the windows. What was Ramona doing in Las Vegas? Recovering from her injuries? Arkady was dead and Victor was not the type to chase me himself.  
 
    Ramona should have gone home by now.  
 
    What was she doing? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Lacus Solitudinis ~ Lake of Solitude 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up to my phone vibrating on the side table. It was almost one in the morning.  
 
    Maya was texting me back.  
 
    SOOOO glad you’re ok. Sorry didn’t text back earlier!!! I gave Eden your number, hope that was ok. Look where I am! 
 
    Then she sent a photo of someone asleep in a bed. I looked closer—it was her ex-boyfriend Evan—the one who’d broken up with her over spring break. He had no shirt on. And it was not her bed. I gasped. She had worked that out fast. I texted back a thumbs-up emoji, turned the phone off, and stretched out in the king-sized bed.  
 
    Maya was dating Caleb Weaver’s cousin Evan, so that was awkward. I’d never be able to hang out with them, basically. Evan was cool, but what would happen when he learned the truth about his cousin? Would Evan blame him, or me?  
 
    Meanwhile, Piper was in Europe on her summer pre-college trip, frolicking on Grecian beaches with random European boys.  
 
    I was all alone in a room that smelled like mildew. Tears pricked my eyelids and I curled onto my side. The stitches in my shoulder throbbed. My ribs ached. My neck hurt. I was wide awake.  
 
    The highway outside was quiet. Then I heard noises coming from the room next door.  
 
    I wiped a stray tear and scooted out of the bed. I tiptoed closer to the wall our rooms shared. I heard a man’s voice, muffled. He’s on the phone, relax.  
 
    Then—someone else’s voice. It’s just the TV. Go back to sleep. 
 
    My heard pounding, I pressed my ear to the wall. A distinctly female voice was speaking. 
 
    There was someone in his room and that someone was a woman.  
 
    My mouth went dry and my stomach lurched. He’d brought a girl to his room. Where had he met a girl in Tucumcari, New Mexico? Tinder, you idiot. He probably uses Tinder every night! Did you think he was a monk?  
 
    Sick to my stomach, I padded to the door and peeked out the peephole.  
 
    The door to his room opened and light flooded the hallway. I could hear them perfectly. 
 
    “Goodnight, and thanks again,” he said. 
 
    “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Alexander,” a woman purred. 
 
    I stared out my peephole in horror. A busty woman in poured-on jeans, cowboy boots, and a snug t-shirt turned and sashayed down the hall with a small tote bag over her shoulder. She shook out her long, wavy blonde hair as she walked away. I got a quick look at her face—she was a lot older than him.  
 
    His door clicked shut. Doing business? He’d hired a professional? I crawled back into my bed and clutched the duvet to my chest. I shut my eyes and willed myself into a fitful sleep. 
 
    # 
 
    He texted me right after I got out of the shower in the morning.  
 
    Going for a swim. Meet me for bkfast at 9. 
 
    I couldn’t let him know I knew about the escort. 
 
    But I had to act normal, so I texted back: 
 
    Please wear a bathing suit. 
 
    # 
 
    Our goal was to reach Little Rock by dinnertime. It was a straight shot east on the 40 but it was our longest driving day yet. How would I survive ten hours in a car with him? I still couldn’t believe he had done it. That he was that kind of guy. The kind who prefers dates that end in a money exchange.  
 
    As soon as we got on the road, I thought I detected a sickly-sweet fragrance on his clothes. It smelled like something a cheap escort would wear. 
 
     “Your nose okay?”  
 
    “Thought I smelled a skunk.” I spat the words out. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow as he expertly weaved around a slow-moving semi-truck and eased the Vanquish into the fast lane. I glowered in my seat. I couldn’t even look at him. I kept picturing him and the blonde together. Pleasure doing business with you.  
 
    I squirmed and bit my nails. 
 
    He handed me his phone. “I made a new playlist last night. Check it out.” 
 
    I grabbed the phone and snapped, “I’m surprised you had time.” I glanced the screen. It was called “Lana’s Awesome Mix.” All songs about hair. 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    He cackled with glee and took the phone. “Whip My Hair” blasted out of the Bang & Olufsen speakers. 
 
    The song abruptly stopped when his phone rang. Gretchen was calling again.  
 
    He glanced at it. “Hit End for me, would you?” 
 
    I did as he asked and the song started blasting again. 
 
    “You can take a phone call in front of me, you know.” 
 
    He turned to me with a quizzical expression. “Noted.” 
 
    “Really, I don’t mind. If you need to talk to your sister, or anyone, it won’t bother me.” Did he not want her to know he was with me? She was my cousin, too. What did she think of me, a random interloper, on her way to swoop in and claim a bunch of her family’s money? 
 
    “She seems to think otherwise, but my sister can put together a wedding guest list without my help.”  
 
    I stared at the dashboard. Did I detect a note of annoyance in his voice? His hand gripped the wheel and the speedometer creep up past 75. 
 
    “What do your parents know about me? They’re cool with you dragging a random cousin to New York?” 
 
    He shifted in his seat. “Not much. They knew Tanith had a daughter, but assumed you guys had vanished for good. They weren’t close enough to Georgette or Claudette to get involved, frankly. Besides, it’s not their money.” He was defending my right to it. “Georgette chose you as her heir. Case closed.” 
 
    “How did they know Tanith had a daughter?” 
 
    He bit back a smile, but his dimples made their appearance. “They met you at our great-aunt Claudette’s funeral. Your mother surprised everyone and showed up. With you.” 
 
    He’d told me about that at the Briar Ball. “Oh yeah. How old was I?” 
 
    “Around four, so I must have been about nine.” He looked over at me. “Remember our fight?” 
 
    I stared at him. “What fight?” 
 
    “Soren threw snowballs at me during the service. He’s a lot older and he tormented me when we were kids. I ran to hide behind a gravestone, scared and miserable. You appeared out of nowhere. You were wearing a white fur coat and your hair was lighter than it is now. For a second, I thought you were an angel.” His eyes shone. “Do you remember? You got hit with a snowball, too.” 
 
    I gasped as the memory unspooled in my head. Cold ice hitting my cheek, the blinding white all around, the strange crunch my new boots made on the snow. Georgette . . . we’d gone to visit her before the funeral. Disconnected images floated back to me from a deep recess in my brain. A long ride up a creaking elevator. A face as white and frayed as the thin braids resting on her thin chest. She’d pushed a heavy red box into my hands and mumbled something to me before her nurse shooed us away.  
 
    I realized with a shock that the box must have held the crystal snow globe with the tiny ice skater in front of the New York City skyline. The same snow globe an invisible spirit pushed off my dresser last December, smashing to the floor and leading me to my mother’s hidden diary under the floor boards. 
 
    The diary with the map to a diamond dove buried in a graveyard. 
 
    “I am sort of remembering this.”  
 
    “You guys left right after the funeral. It must have been tough for her. Her baby is in the same cemetery.” 
 
    A powerful ache seized my heart. “Liam. I’d like to visit the grave when we’re there.” My poor mother. As tragic as his death was, at least it helped me understand why she’d done it.  
 
    Why she jumped. 
 
    “I’ll take you.” The warmth of his hand on mine was like an electric shock on my skin. Then I remembered the escort from the night before. Disgusted, I yanked it away like I’d been bitten. 
 
    I turned on the radio. A weather reporter announced a major thunderstorm approaching the area.  
 
    “You should slow down, it’s about to start raining and I’d like to make it to Little Rock in one piece, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    # 
 
    We didn’t talk much after lunch. I slept for a few hours until a steady drumbeat on the roof on the car woke me up. 
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair and wiped my mouth. 
 
    “Nice nap?” he asked. I shrugged. “You’ve been napping in this car since the day I met you.” I glared out the windshield.  
 
    The traffic ahead suddenly slowed and the Vanquish came perilously close to rear-ending the minivan in front of us.  
 
    I jerked forward in my seat as he screeched to a halt. 
 
    “Maybe it’s my turn to drive.”  
 
    “You mad at me, Lana? You’ve been in a bad mood all day. Snap out of it.” 
 
    “No! Just try not to kill us.” He reached his arm across the back of his seat. I leaned forward to avoid contact. I didn’t want him to touch me, ever again. 
 
    “You are mad. I’ve only seen you mad once before, when you had that fight with the guy at your graduation.” 
 
    Caleb. He’d shown up at the ball and confronted me. He’d refused to acknowledge what he’d done. He’d even tried to blame the fact that he slept with Cressida that night on drugs. What a liar. 
 
    I rubbed my bare legs and hugged my arms around my chest. 
 
    “Who was he? Your boyfriend?” 
 
    I sanitized the truth for Alexander’s consumption. “Caleb Weaver. He goes to Stanford. Definitely not my boyfriend.” I squirmed in my seat and fixed my eyes on the horizon. “He was my prom date.” My stomach muscles hitched. No one knew the truth about what had happened that night. What he’d done to me, and then to Cressida while I lay bleeding and unconscious. I could still smell the metallic tang of my blood. I’d woken up so sick. 
 
    I shook my bangs forward to hide my eyes. I caught a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror. Strawberry-blonde bob, freckles dusting my nose, slight gap between my front teeth.  
 
    Dark circles under my eyes. 
 
    At least I had gotten tanner since the Amangiri. 
 
    His hand squeezed my shoulder and I jumped. His brows knit together. “What happened?” There was a new tone in his voice; one of cold menace I hadn’t heard before. At least I didn’t have to worry about crying over Caleb in front of Alexander. I’d already drained that tank. 
 
    Traffic slowed to a standstill. Ahead, fire engines and police cars lit up the night sky. As we crawled past, we had a clear view of the accident. One car, a Honda sedan, had its entire hood smashed in. 
 
    And the other car . . .  
 
    The other car . . .  
 
    THE OTHER CAR. 
 
    “Oh my God, Alexander, look!” The other car was a canary yellow Lamborghini Aventador. “I can’t read the plates from here, can you?” 
 
    “No, but it’s probably one of the Gumball Rally guys. They drive way too fast. They must be headed east.” He glanced over at me. “There’s no way they know where you are.” 
 
    I nodded, trembling. 
 
    They’d eventually find me.  
 
    And when they did, no one would be able to protect me. 
 
    # 
 
    It was dinner time when we got to the hotel in Little Rock. It wasn’t just raining—it was pouring. 
 
    “Looks like we’re eating here tonight,” Alexander said. “Feel like eating in the lounge downstairs?” he asked. “Looks decent.”  
 
    “No, thanks. I just want to go to sleep.” He nodded wordlessly and handed me my key card as we walked into the ornate elevator. 
 
    When the doors opened, I practically ran to my room. I unlocked the door, slipped inside, and slumped against the door in an exhausted heap. 
 
    After a long shower, I changed the bandage on my shoulder. My stitches were looking good, although I was going to have a three-inch scar across my left shoulder. Arkady’s knife had been sharp. 
 
    I slipped into my latest hotel robe and ordered room service. With my chronic clothes shortage, the hotel robe was my new staple. As I waited for my $26 cheeseburger, I scrolled Instagram. Caleb appeared in some of Evan’s photos. What would happen when I told Maya and Evan the truth about Caleb? Would they side with me, or him?  
 
    There was no Alexander Ambrose on Instagram. Yes, I checked.  
 
    Disgusted with myself for trying to stalk him on social media, I tossed my phone down on the bed. I waited ten seconds, then picked it up again and opened Safari. Hating myself the whole time, I typed his name into the browser. 
 
    Alexander Ambrose had his own Wikipedia page! But it was disappointingly skimpy. I learned he was the son of Elijah and Helen Ambrose of Pacific Heights in San Francisco. I found a brief news article announcing his graduation from Stanford Business School last year and his new job at his father’s company. Another short piece from a local San Francisco magazine named him one of the city’s Most Eligible Bachelors. I rolled my eyes at that one. They obviously didn’t know about his taste for professional female companionship.  
 
    I tapped Images and the screen filled with pictures of him at various charity events with attractive socialites. A few photos of him sailing in San Francisco Bay. A tiny photo of him in some kind of military uniform. Curious, I tapped on it, but the page no longer existed. I made a note to ask him about that. He didn’t seem like the military type. 
 
    Next, I searched Gretchen Ambrose.  
 
    And immediately regretted it. She was stunning, with long, wavy caramel-colored hair and perfect features. She also looked like she was at least a foot taller than me. Some of the photos were from actual magazine shoots. The most recent photo of her was taken at Georgette’s funeral in December at a gray stone church in New York City. In the photo, she’s wearing a tight black skirt suit and oversized sunglasses as she steps out of a glossy black limo. A bald, tanned man helping her out of the limo wore the kind of fancy suit where the tie matches the pocket handkerchief. 
 
    Ashamed of myself, I closed Safari. I was suddenly, desperately homesick. I picked up my phone and dialed my dad’s cell. He picked up on the first ring.  
 
    “It’s me, Dad. Did I wake you?”  
 
    “Lana! Nope, I’m just watching TV. How’s the trip?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Where are you guys? Wait, I’m not supposed to know. Just tell me if you’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine, I just miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you too, honey. Alexander taking good care of you?”  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Good, good.” He trailed off into silence. “He’s doing a better job than I ever did.” 
 
    “Dad, I love you. You wanted me to have a good life. And guess what? I am going to have a good life, so it’s okay.” I didn’t care about anything other than him getting better and being happy again. I needed him safe.  
 
    I wouldn’t survive losing another parent. 
 
    He blew his nose loudly. “Having you was the best thing that ever happened to me.” 
 
    I had to change the subject before I lost my composure. “I know, Dad. How’s the hospital?” 
 
    “Got discharged yesterday. Feels good to be out.” What? Why hadn’t he called to tell me?  
 
    “It’s not safe for you at home! Please go stay with Cesar or something.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m surprised you don’t know. I’m staying at Alexander’s place in the city. He offered me his guest room, and he even hired me a bodyguard. A little excessive if you ask me. I’ll be here until the garage at the house is ready. Cesar and his guys are converting it to a studio for me.” He’d moved my dad behind my back. I felt grateful—but also furious. Taking care of everything, but keeping it secret. How many other secrets was he keeping from me? “As soon as we pay Victor, we’ll be able to put all this nonsense behind us.” 
 
    It suddenly occurred to me that if my dad and I were both dead, Ramona would get it all. 
 
    She was still the beneficiary in the event of my untimely event—and was still legally married to my dad. 
 
    Which was as good as having a huge red target painted on my forehead. 
 
    I said goodnight to my father and leaped off the bed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Lacus Perseverantiae ~ Lake of Perseverance 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the bar inside the hotel lounge, a posse of older men with paunches, rumpled suits, and comb-overs sat hunched over their drinks. Two young women in bright, low-cut cocktail dresses perched on bar stools chatting with them.  
 
    I peeked around an enormous potted plant and spotted him. He was in a corner booth, sipping what looked like an elaborate Bloody Mary. When he saw me approach his booth, he almost did a spit-take. 
 
    “Oh, hey! I thought you were sleeping.” 
 
     “I need a new will before Ramona kills me and my father.” A strong smell of hairspray assaulted my nostrils. 
 
    He smirked and his eyes glinted mischievously. “Cynthia, this is my friend, Lana,” he said. “Lana, this is Cynthia.” 
 
    There was a woman sitting in his booth right across from him. She’d been hidden by the booth’s low divider wall. Her auburn hair was twisted in an elaborate updo with ringlets falling down around her face. She wore bright red lipstick and heavily contoured blush. Another one? Really? I stuck my hands on my hips as my cheeks burned. 
 
    She examined me like a bug under a microscope. “Darlin,’ what in the world did you do to your hair?”  
 
    I could ask you the same thing, Cynthia.  
 
    I gritted my teeth. “I didn’t realize you had company. Goodnight.” I turned to go but his strong hand gripped my forearm.  
 
    “Wait. She was just leaving.” 
 
    Cynthia sighed, picked up a sparkly clutch purse, and wriggled out of the booth. She bent down low to kiss Alexander on the cheek. He disappeared behind her hair for a second. One of her legs stuck out when she kissed him.  
 
    The lipstick matched her patent leather red heels.  
 
    “Real pleasure meeting you both. Have a lovely evening,” she drawled. I watched her saunter towards the bar, a cloud of perfume in her wake.  
 
    Was I literally on a cross-country road trip with a guy who had women all over him every time he was alone? 
 
    Yep, and you’re one of them. 
 
    “Sit down, Lana.” His eyes burned into mine. He was freshly showered and shaved and wearing a beautiful blue cashmere sweater I hadn’t seen before. The color made his eyes look lighter, almost gold.  
 
    He also had a big red lipstick kiss on his cheek.  
 
    I sat down and glared at him. “She seemed like your type.” 
 
    Alexander raised his eyebrows. “Oh, you know what my type is?” He took a napkin and wiped the lipstick off his face. He missed, and I grabbed the napkin out of his hand and wiped it off myself. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
     I tried to smother my acute feelings of jealousy. He leaned in and whispered, “Lana, that woman is a professional. She’s everyone’s type. Or I should say, everyone is her type. Look.” Cynthia was draped over a portly red-faced man at the bar. His hand cupped her behind. 
 
    I couldn’t hold it in any longer. “I thought professionals were your type.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    Emboldened, I snapped, “Like the lady you hired last night.” I crossed my arms defiantly, waiting for his remorseful admission of guilt. His eyebrows knit together for a second, and then he unleashed a huge smile. 
 
    “A-ha! So that’s why you were hating on me all day.”  
 
    Incredibly, he just grinned at me. Even his dimples mocked me. I smacked my hand on the table, grabbed my jacket, and scooted off the banquet seat so fast I bumped into a cocktail waitress holding an enormous round tray of drinks. Ice and glassware clattered and people craned their necks to see what the commotion was. 
 
    “Hey, look out!” she cried. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered to the girl. I whirled around and leaned over the table and said, “I don’t care what you do, but please try to be more discreet.” He looked like he was trying to stifle a laugh. He was enjoying my outrage. “You’re not embarrassed even a little?” 
 
    “I don’t get embarrassed,” he said. “It’s my superpower.” He shook his head sadly. “And, I have some bad news for you. The woman in my room last night was not a hooker. She was a traveling notary.” 
 
    I rocked backwards and almost knocked into the same cocktail waitress returning with her empty tray. 
 
    “Sit down already! You’re a danger to yourself and others standing there.” 
 
    Stunned, I sat down and listened to him explain. “Lana, you have no birth certificate at the Sonoma County registrar’s office. Our PI has been trying to track it down for weeks, and he finally did. I had to fill out some documents to expedite the process and I needed them notarized. Do you know what a notary is?” I nodded, listening. My dad used to have notaries come to his shop to sign car titles. “It’s not my fault she was dressed like an off-duty stripper. Although that didn’t bother me as much as it bothered you.”  
 
    I’d tortured myself all day over nothing. He was trying to help you, idiot. He was doing it for you! He’s doing all of this for you! 
 
    “Okay, well, thank you for doing that. And I owe you an apology. I’m really sorry.”  
 
    He patted my hand. “I forgive you. Despite my rakish exterior, I’m actually very sensitive. So be nice.” He grinned and his cheeks dimpled again. His self-awareness was disarming. My mouth went dry and my pulse thrummed a little faster. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “After all, I am sort of out on a limb here. I’m escorting a wayward heiress across the country, pursued by international gangsters.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “I know this is not exactly your idea of a dream vacation.” 
 
     His smile faded. “It would be a lot more fun if you started trusting me.”  
 
    “Then you have to tell me when you do stuff like move my dad to your apartment!” 
 
    He stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to put it together, and I knew you’d complain about it. Because guess what? I am going to do whatever it takes to keep you and your father safe, and I don’t need your permission.” Was I really acting that ungrateful? Or was he just too arrogant to know how hard it was for me to accept his help? 
 
    I fidgeted uncomfortably. “Fine. I also need a new will. Effective immediately. If I meet an untimely end, Ramona is still the beneficiary to my will.”  
 
    “Hmm. We can get it done as soon as we get to New York—Bannister will hook you up.” 
 
    The tension and anxiety from the day evaporated and I smiled at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Also, I know a great notary.” I started laughing at this and then laughed until I cried. 
 
    He handed me a napkin to blot my tears. “We never properly celebrated your birthday, did we?” My birthday. The day my old life ended and the crazy new one began. “And, mine’s coming up. I was thinking we could take a little detour.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    His eyes twinkled through his dark lashes. “Ever been to New Orleans?” 
 
    # 
 
    Once we crossed into Mississippi, the landscape changed from rolling hills and farms to lush, almost tropical woods lining either side of the road. Alexander drove with two fingers of his left hand and kept his right arm draped along the top of my seat. I had to crack the window to distract myself. 
 
    “Can you please close the window, Lana? The bug situation out there is nuts.” The windshield was an insect graveyard. Wipers were ineffective against the carnage. 
 
    “We may have to stop and hose down the glass,” I said. 
 
    He laughed. “You booked the hotel for two nights, right?” I nodded. “We’ll have to make up some time after, but we should be okay. Especially since I’ll be driving.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” he said. 
 
    “That can be arranged,” I said. “Really, I know a guy.” He laughed. 
 
    He pulled off his sunglasses and reached across the leather console and covered my hand with his. My entire body responded in strange ways to his touch. He squeezed it and my breath caught. I wondered idly what his hand would feel like on other parts of my body. My leg. My belly. My– 
 
    He released my hand and my brain snapped back to reality. “Anyway, we deserve a little break from the road.” 
 
    “Have you been there before?” 
 
    “Once, when I was in college.”  
 
    “Stanford, right?”  
 
    He fiddled with the radio and switched stations from classical to hip-hop. I waited for his answer. “Well, I did my senior year at Stanford, then a year of business school.” 
 
    “Just your senior year? Where did you go for the other three years?” 
 
    “Oh, this school in upstate New York.” 
 
    “Which one?”  
 
    He sighed and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Little place called West Point.” 
 
    West Point? I remembered hearing the pitch for West Point from the college adviser at Briar. West Point was for super-ambitious students who wanted to be army officers. But Alexander was a spoiled rich kid who drove a $300,000 car and demanded five-star luxury hotels. Why would he go to West Point? 
 
    And why hadn’t he graduated from it?  
 
    “You look surprised,” he said. 
 
    “Why did you go there in the first place? And then why did you leave?”  
 
    He rubbed his chin. “It may sound corny but I wanted to serve my country. And I wanted to play football. But mostly, I wanted to get away from home and not have to ask my parents for tuition, since West Point is free. They were not happy when I got accepted. Which made me even more determined to go.” 
 
    It took me a full minute to process what he’d said. “You played football?” 
 
    His jaw muscles twitched. “Until I blew out my knee in a game. I’d just found out a good friend was killed in combat. My head wasn’t in the game. I got hit hard and had to be carted off the field like a dying racehorse. Spent three weeks in sickbay, totally immobilized. I left school a month later.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, confused. “Why did you leave? Because of your injury? Because of football?” 
 
    He kept his eyes on the road and didn’t look over at me.  
 
    “It’s complicated. I guess I felt like I let my team—and myself—down.” My stomach tightened up and I watched him. I sensed there was more to the story, but he was done talking about it. I bit my lip to keep more questions from spilling out into the suddenly tense atmosphere. 
 
    I scrolled my phone and casually asked, “So where should we stop for lunch? Are you in the mood for fried chicken, fried chicken, or fried chicken?” He smiled and his body relaxed.  
 
    # 
 
    I tried on and discarded every one of my stupid road outfits, and was struggling to do something cute with my hair. I sighed and settled for my cleanest t-shirt, shorts, and flip flops, and pinned my hair back on both sides so it at least looked semi-cute. My eyeliner had melted and dried into a stick of lumpy obsidian in the heat of the car, so I just used a bit of blush and clear lip gloss.  
 
    We’d checked into the ornate Hotel Roosevelt in downtown New Orleans late the night before, and I was meeting him in the lobby for breakfast. It was our first day together not stuck in a car for twelve hours, and my stomach was tangled in a thousand knots. 
 
    When I got downstairs, he was perched on a chair, sipping a steaming cup of coffee and reading the newspaper. When his eyes found me, my stomach lurched. He tapped his watch and waved me over. 
 
    I practically skipped up to him. He was wearing his white jeans and a snug t-shirt. His sunglasses hung from the front of his t-shirt, revealing just a peek of his smooth, tan chest. Bright sun filtered in through the front windows of the neoclassical hotel.  
 
    He scowled and eyeballed me from head to toe. “You’re late. But since it’s your fake birthday, I’ll let it slide.” He slapped the paper on the table, stood up, and held out his elbow. “Shall we?” 
 
    Two attractive older women stopped short when they saw him and ogled him as we passed. I couldn’t help gloating, just for a second.  
 
    They didn’t have to know he wasn’t my boyfriend and never would be.  
 
    We walked through the huge glass doors and out onto the street arm in arm. It was a gorgeous, warm morning. I scrambled for the sunglasses in my bag and slid them onto my face. 
 
    After a delicious brunch at Cafe Du Monde on Jackson Square, we strolled through the French Quarter. Alexander pointed out various famous restaurants and sights. Then he explained the concept of Mardi Gras.  
 
    “I thought it was just drunk girls showing their boobs for strings of beads from even drunker frat boys,” I said. 
 
    “Uh, well, I came for the parades and the music. I definitely didn’t go to Bourbon Street to see topless women. Nope, I never did that when I was eighteen.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    Not being in a car all day was heaven. Just walking around felt new and different. At some point he took my hand to pull me out of the way of a trolley car—and didn’t let it go. We walked like that, hand in hand, past old mansions with ornate trellises, jazz bars, and coffee houses. We walked by a jazz trio on one corner—three old men sitting on stools with sparkling brass instruments at their feet in open cases eating paper-wrapped sandwiches. One of the men glanced up and saw us.  
 
    He let out a long, low whistle. “That’s a lucky man right there.” 
 
    I looked around. There were no other people on that particular corner, just a pair of college-aged boys in New Orleans Saints t-shirts smoking cigarettes and a man dressed like a chef carrying shopping bags. Alexander nodded to the musician and squeezed my hand. 
 
    When we rounded the corner, there were hordes of tourists and shoppers on the sidewalks. He stopped and abruptly dropped my hand. The air was warm, almost tropical, and the hair at his temples was damp with sweat. His smooth skin glowed. I could smell his cologne, along with a faint odor of sweat. He ran a hand through his hair and checked his Rolex. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked.  
 
    He waggled his eyebrows. “Shopping time.” 
 
    “Oh really? What am I shopping for?” I demanded. I didn’t want to waste a minute of my day with him. 
 
    He trained his eyes on mine. “You need an outfit or two for New York—and something for tonight. Birthday dinner’s at seven. Get whatever else you need to make it through the week.”  
 
    I shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “But I just went shopping.”  
 
    “A pair of hot pants and flip flops is not shopping.” 
 
    “They’re shorts!” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a money clip full of cash. “Take it or I’m giving it to another, more grateful girl.” 
 
    There was no way out. “Fine!” I said, taking the money clip and stuffing it in my bag. “I mean, thank you.”  
 
    He smiled at me. “That’s better. I have to do a few things before dinner—think you can make it back to the hotel without getting kidnapped or stabbed?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    He winked at me and started walking away. “Wait!” I yelled. He stopped and turned. “How dressy do I need to be tonight?” 
 
    He pointed at a mannequin in the store window behind me wearing a micro-mini dress in a silver animal print. I stared in horror.  
 
    “Have fun!” he called out. Three teenage girls—younger than me—stopped and turned to watch him as he passed them. They looked at each other and bent over, giggling. When I got inside the first store, I bee lined for the dressing room so I could examine the money clip. I’d never held such a thick wad of cash in my life. 
 
    I counted it—he’d given me fifteen hundred dollars.  
 
    # 
 
    I was wandering through a boutique when a salesgirl walked over.  
 
    “Shopping for something special?” 
 
    “Ah, no. Just need a dress for dinner tonight.”  
 
    She crossed her arms and scanned me up and down.  
 
    “With your boyfriend?” 
 
    I blushed and shook my head. “He’s not my boyfriend.” 
 
    The girl cocked her head and raised one eyebrow. “Do you want him to be?” 
 
    Emily the salesgirl quickly became my new best friend. I found a plain black dress for the lawyer meeting and some new jeans, so I could finally retire my only other pair. I also found a pretty dress for dinner and new shoes to go with it. In the dressing room, my phone vibrated. Thinking Alexander was texting me, I picked it up and glanced at the screen. 
 
    It’s Caleb I need to talk to you. 
 
    My throat seized up. I sat on the chair in the dressing room and typed. 
 
    Leave me alone.  
 
    He was from my old life. I was in my new life. NO way was he going to ruin the day. 
 
    I know you hate me but pls call me!  
 
    Did he really think I cared about anything he had to tell me? Shaking with rage, I typed: 
 
    Caught a new STD from Cressida? Tell her I said hi. She can visit you in prison. NEVER CONTACT ME AGAIN. 
 
    Caleb started to type a message but I blocked his number before he could finish. It occurred to me that if he DID have some kind of STD, he would have possibly passed it to me. He’d used condoms with me, but still—he’d dated HER.  
 
    I’d been too shocked and upset to go to the doctor or the police. I had let him feed me all those drinks. I’d let him kiss me. I’d wanted him to. I shook my head in disgust at the girl I’d been back in the spring. The events since graduation had torn away whatever shreds of innocence I had left. People could be vicious, dark, and cruel.  
 
    Knowing that was powerful. I would never let anyone take advantage of me again. Maybe that was my superpower: to assume the worst about everyone so I’d never be disappointed. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Sinus Asperitatis ~ Bay of Roughness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I HEARD THE knock I took a steadying breath, gritted my teeth, and opened the door. 
 
    And then I died. He looked impeccable in dark trousers, checked blue shirt, and a navy sport coat. He was freshly shaven and smelled amazing. 
 
    “You’re late,” I said, playing it as cool as I could as the full force of six feet of dressed-up Alexander hit me like a tsunami. 
 
    “Nice dress.”  
 
    “Thanks. I didn’t spend all your money—but I did try.” I waited for him to say something, but he was uncharacteristically quiet. I slipped past him to escape the weirdness and headed towards the elevator. 
 
    I caught my reflection in the mirrored doors of the elevator bank and blanched. I barely recognized myself. With my short hair and the makeup I’d picked up at Sephora on the way back to the hotel, my eyes looked huge and dark. The dress I’d gotten that day was silky gray with delicate off-the-shoulder sleeves that just hid my scar. It was draped and flowy, but it emphasized all the right things, and ended at mid-thigh, right between demure and daring. Black strappy sandals and a short leather jacket finished the look.  
 
    The outfit looked good. Too good. It screamed “date night.” 
 
    I might as well have worn a sign that said, “PLEASE LIKE ME.” 
 
    Inside the elevator, I batted away the negative thoughts and stared straight ahead, shoulders back, butterflies rioting in my stomach. Alexander seemed tense. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked as casually as I could. 
 
    He trained his eyes on me. They were darker and his pupils were slightly dilated. Goosebumps colonized my bare arms. I prayed for the doors to open. I could not bear another second of the awkward tension. 
 
    “I just was not expecting you to . . . look like this,” he said softly, as though he didn’t want me to hear. He tore his glance away. 
 
    “Is that a compliment or an insult?” I retorted. The doors slid open.  
 
    “Figure it out, Salutatorian.”  
 
    My inexperience was a handicap with him. I had so little experience dealing with any of this. He stepped out of the elevator and I hesitated.  
 
    “You don’t want to miss our birthday party, do you?” He grinned and held out his hand. 
 
    # 
 
    In the middle of dinner, the entire upstairs room of the fancy Cajun-themed restaurant sang us “Happy Birthday,” and after making me promise not to tell my dad, we shared a bottle of Champagne. I felt fuzzy and warm and light as air. In the candlelight, his skin glowed. 
 
    “What did you think the first time we met?” he asked. 
 
    I laughed. “That day in my dad’s shop?” He nodded. I shrugged. “Very good looking. A little too good-looking. Intimidating, actually.” 
 
    “Who, me?” He smirked. “You’re the intimidating one. You command attention.” 
 
    I scoffed at that. “Allow me to test that theory.” I waved my hand at a waiter headed our way. He brushed past the table without glancing at me. “That guy did not look commanded.” 
 
    He laughed and took a big forkful of crème brûlée.  
 
    “How come you’ve only had one boyfriend, Lana?”  
 
    My fork froze in midair. His line of questioning would only lead to dark, rotting places. I shrugged and dragged my fork through a slice of chocolate cake. “I went to an all-girls school. It was a miracle I found a prom date.” 
 
    “What about that guy Caleb? What happened with him?” 
 
    My champagne buzz melted away. I put my forkful of cake down. “He was not who I thought he was.” 
 
    Alexander’s brows knit together. “Tell me.” 
 
    In my mind I saw Caleb, naked and sweaty, behind Cressida, gripping her long blonde hair and yanking it back hard. I shook my head to clear away the hideous image and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Cressida threw a big party at her house after the spring formal. I only went because she convinced me we could be friends, which was a lie. She set me up from the beginning, just to get near Caleb, who was my date that night. She was all over him. Then they hooked up at her afterparty. While I was asleep. In another room.” 
 
    He almost spat out his drink. “He cheated on you with your stepsister? That bony blonde with buggy eyes?” 
 
    I stared at him in shock. Is that how he saw her? I nodded.  
 
    “If I ever see that runty bastard, I will bring some hurt down on him real hard. Maybe carve my initials in his forehead.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’d let you,” I said. “Okay, you’re all caught up on my extensive boyfriend history. What about you?” I asked. 
 
    “No boyfriends.” 
 
    “Very funny. Any girlfriends?”  
 
    “What an interesting question. Hang on.” He signaled for the waiter, who practically leaped across another guest’s lap to get to our table. “We’re going to need two shots of Bourbon and the check, please.” The waited nodded and darted away. Alexander threaded his fingers together and rested his chin on his hands. He grinned like a Cheshire cat.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I don’t have girlfriends.”  
 
    “You mean, ever?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    The waiter appeared with two tall shot glasses full of amber liquid. Alexander lifted his and drained half of it.  
 
    “Go ahead, try it,” he said. “I won’t tell if you don’t.” 
 
    I picked up the shot glass and sniffed it. It smelled absolutely awful. Emboldened, I took a deep breath and tipped the shot glass into my mouth. The bourbon burned my throat. 
 
    I drained the entire glass and banged it down on the table. My eyes popped open as the alcohol burned all the way down to my stomach. A few seconds later, warmth spread through my body.  
 
    “So, you aren’t dating anyone?” I asked. 
 
    “I used to be young and stupid, now I’m old and smart.” He grinned and his eyes found mine. Every nerve in my body tightened. I squirmed on my chair. He swirled the liquid in his glass. “I liked my freedom. My privacy. I don’t—I didn’t—want to lose that.” 
 
    He leaned forward and crossed his arms on the table. The lighter hairs at his temple caught the candlelight. His eyes were the color of spun gold at that moment. There was a tiny spot of black stubble just under his chin.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “You were a bad boy, but you’ve changed?” 
 
    “If by changed you mean I stopped dating, then yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” I stared at him with my mouth open. “What does ‘stopped dating’ mean?” 
 
    “It means I haven’t touched a female for almost a year. As penance for my many sins.” His eyes twinkled as he watched me react to the news. I sat back in my chair and refocused on his eyes. He’s . . . celibate? 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “Why not just wear a hair shirt?” I asked. 
 
    “This was worse, believe me.” 
 
    How many girls had he dated? I moved my legs under the table to tuck them under me. I accidentally brushed my foot on his leg. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  
 
    He leaned forward. “You kick me again, I might think you’re flirting with me.” 
 
    Heat rushed to my cheeks. My brain started running calculations to figure out if his celibacy was a good thing or a bad thing for me. 
 
    “Is it permanent?” 
 
    He laughed. “The plan was one year.” 
 
    “When does the year end?” 
 
    “Who wants to know?”  
 
    Oops. I rolled my eyes to distract him from my burning cheeks. “Apparently every woman in America over the age of 30,” I retorted. “What’s wrong with girls your own age?” Or a bit younger? Like, say, eighteen? Who are super distant cousins so it’s probably fine? 
 
    “Let’s see,” he said, checking his Rolex. “It’s been 11 months, 23 days, and forty-six minutes. But who’s counting?” 
 
    My eyes widened. He only has a few days of self-imposed monkhood left.  
 
    “I made this crazy decision right after my birthday last year, so yeah.” He finished the rest of his shot. 
 
    “Was it hard?” 
 
    He almost choked on his drink. “You might want to rephrase that.” 
 
    My face burned. “I meant, has it been difficult?”  
 
    His mouth twitched as he considered my question. “Actually, no. It’s been maybe the best year of my life. Except for the loneliness, but you sort of get used to that.” 
 
    His honesty disarmed me. In that moment, my attraction to him deepened into something more profound. I knew loneliness.  
 
    Sometimes loneliness had been my only friend. 
 
    “Being lonely is its own special kind of hell,” I said ruefully. I took my lip gloss out of my purse and reapplied it as casually as I could, like I could barely muster any interest. “Well? Did the penance work?”  
 
    He flashed a gorgeous, wide mouthed grin. 
 
    “I’m a changed man.”  
 
    My heart sank. 
 
    # 
 
    If the tension in the elevator had been bad, it was nothing compared to the tension in the back of the cab. The shot of bourbon made me feel strange and not quite myself. It didn’t help that when the driver took a hard turn, I slid across the leather seat, practically into Alexander’s lap. He didn’t react. I scooted back to my side of the cab and tried to control my breathing.  
 
    “I like that perfume,” he said. “Is it new?” 
 
    “Yeah, you bought it. You bought me new shoes, too.” 
 
    “Let’s see what I paid for.” 
 
    I held up my leg so he could admire my new heels. He caught my foot by the ankle and examined the shoes. He nodded. “Very nice.” He set my leg down. As he did, his hand accidentally slid a few inches up my calf. 
 
    “Cold?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “No,” I lied. 
 
    “Just keep the jacket on,” he said sternly. “It’s on the next block,” he told the driver.  
 
    Out of nowhere, Alexander smacked his forehead. “Oops, almost forgot something.” 
 
    Forgot about the bikini models he had lined up for when his penance was over? Forgot he had no interest in hanging out with a recent high school graduate? 
 
    He pulled a tiny box out of his coat pocket and handed it to me. “Happy birthday. This you can’t put on my tab.” He dropped it into my hand. I tore open the gold wrapping paper. Inside the tiny box a pair of earrings were nestled in soft white velvet. Each stud was a hot pink jewel surrounded by tiny pave diamonds, set in rose gold.  
 
    “Wow. These are gorgeous, thank you!” 
 
    “They’re pink tourmaline. You have pierced ears, right?” 
 
    I nodded and quickly pressed the studs into my earlobes. “How do they look?” 
 
    His eyes glowed in the dark cab. “Perfect.” 
 
    It was now or never. I hadn’t given him his birthday present in the restaurant because I’d lost my nerve. I opened my clutch and pulled out a small black leather box. 
 
    “Happy birthday to you, too.” 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    “You bought them, so you don’t need to get too excited.” 
 
    He lifted the lid and a huge grin spread across his face. 
 
    I’d found the silver cufflinks in an antique store around the corner from the boutique. Each cufflink featured a tiny reproduction of an old-fashioned map of the moon under glass. You could just read some of the amazing Latin names of its seas and lakes.  
 
    My favorite was Lacus Mortis.  
 
    Lake of Death. 
 
    “I can return them if you don’t wear cufflinks.” 
 
    “No way, I love them. How did you know I have a bunch of shirts at home with French cuffs?” He grabbed my hand. “Lana, thank you.” The cab lurched to a stop at the curb. 
 
    “Hea y’ah. French Qwatah, have fun,” the driver said in his thick accent. I clambered out of the cab and wobbled a little in my heels. 
 
    He put his arm around my waist to steady me. “Feel like checking out one of the jazz bars down here? It’s still early. We can sleep in before we hit the road tomorrow.” 
 
    There would be plenty of eligible guys at the bars in the French Quarter—all I had to do was stop acting like I was in love with Alexander.  
 
    I pried his arm off my waist. “Let’s do it.”  
 
    He raised his arms in the air and took a half step away from me. “Sorry.” 
 
    I tried to explain. “No, it’s just, I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea about us.” 
 
    He shoved his hands into his back pockets. “Same. Don’t worry, I won’t cramp your style.” 
 
    # 
 
    We stopped in front of a bar with a small line outside the door. Loud jazz music wafted into the street. A surly bouncer was perched on a stool outside the entrance checking IDs. He had a long, braided goatee and wore a black leather vest festooned with pins from Disney World. 
 
    “I don’t have ID.” 
 
    Alexander winked at me. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    He walked up to the bouncer and said something to him in a low voice. The bouncer listened with a vicious scowl on his face, then examined my face with beady black eyes like he was counting every freckle. Without another word, he swung his head towards the doorway behind him. Alexander gestured to me and I followed him into the noisy bar. 
 
    “What did you say to him?” I marveled as he headed for an empty spot at the long bar.  
 
    “I told him I was planning to propose to you inside and your wallet got stolen.” I marveled at this. I wanted to run back to the bouncer and ask him if he really believed a guy like Alexander would propose to me.  
 
    Maybe someone who loved Disney that much still believed in fairy tales. 
 
    A raucous jazz band played on a small stage across from the bar. Between the bar and the stage were a few dozen tables packed with people. Long picnic-bench style tables lined the sides of the cavernous space. It was dark, smoky, and loud and I almost immediately regretted agreeing to come. At the bar, Alexander made eye contact with the bartender. She sidled over to him with a look on her face I had seen more than once on our trip. 
 
    She wore her black hair piled on top of her head in a wild bun and had heavy black eye makeup and tattoos running down both arms. Her aggressively large breasts were on full display in her tight black tank top. She was at least in her mid 30s, I guessed. I sighed, disgusted with both of them already. “What can I get you?” she purred. 
 
    “Bourbon please.” 
 
    “And little sister?” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, she’s good.” Actually, I wasn’t good.  
 
    “I’d like some bourbon too, please,” I shot back. 
 
    “Water for my sister,” Alexander told her.  
 
    She winked. “Be right back.” 
 
    I glared at him. “Oh, now I can’t have bourbon? But you can?” 
 
    He put his fingers to his mouth to shush me. “Lana, technically you’re not old enough to be in here.” 
 
    I scowled and folded my arms across my chest. So much for our date night. When she set Alexander’s bourbon down in front of him, she put her elbows on the bar and looked up at him. I sighed loudly. 
 
    “Where are y’all from?” 
 
    “California,” Alexander answered. 
 
    “Oh?” she purred. “I used to live in San Francisco. On the Haight.” 
 
    Alexander laughed. “I used to buy weed there in high school,” he said.  
 
    She giggled at him like she was twelve. She launched into a story about her ex-boyfriend who was in a band. I tuned her out and watched Alexander watching her. It was the first time I’d seen him really converse with another woman. No wonder he had to go on a year-long break from girls—they liked him way too much.  
 
    In other words, they were exactly like me. 
 
    To my annoyance, he laughed and nodded along to her inane story.  
 
    I wondered what my life would be like if I had that effect on random guys.  
 
    Maybe it was time to encounter some.  
 
    Starting immediately. 
 
    I spun around on my barstool to survey the crowd. A table against the wall near the back of the club caught my eye. There were four boys at the table and it looked like at least two of them were around my age. There were about a dozen mugs of beer on their table. Guys one and two were beefy and wore white Tulane baseball caps backwards on their heads. 
 
    The third was talking to a cocktail waitress.  
 
    The fourth was cute. He was watching the band. I narrowed my eyes to get a better look. 
 
    Very cute.  
 
    He caught me staring at him and smiled.  
 
    I spun back around so fast I almost flew off the stool. Alexander was busy telling the bartender about the time he got a ticket when he was sixteen for peeing in Golden Gate park. The bartender laughed way too hard.  
 
    I’d already heard that story on the drive to Little Rock. 
 
    I shook my head in disgust. I tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, I’m going to the bathroom.” 
 
    Alexander barely looked at me. “Okay, just come right back.” Shaking with anger—or jealousy—I grabbed my clutch and slid off the stool. I pulled my jacket off as casually as I could and folded it over my arm. I stopped a waitress and asked her where the bathroom was. She pointed to a door near the back of the bar. 
 
    Right next to the table with the cute guy.  
 
    I tugged the skirt of my dress down and threw my shoulders back. I picked my way through the crowd and managed to make it to the bathroom without wobbling. I didn’t even glance at the four guys as I approached their table. As I got close, one of the beefy ones yelled, “Hey! Wanna sit down?” The very cute one didn’t say anything. He had bright blue eyes and a friendly smile.  
 
    In the bathroom, I reapplied my lip gloss, wiped a little smudged eyeliner, and ran a hand through my hair to fluff it up a little.  
 
    Alexander was not the only one capable of flirting with people. 
 
    Full of renewed confidence, I left and slowed down as I passed their table.  
 
    “She’s back!” the cute one said. He elbowed his beefy friend on the end, who saw me and hoisted himself out of the padded bench seat with some difficulty. The cute one patted the spot next to him. “Come join us.”  
 
    There was a giant depression in the seat cushion where his friend’s rear end had been. 
 
    I hesitated for a second, then I took a quick look at the bar. 
 
    Alexander had disappeared. 
 
    I scooted in next to the cute guy. 
 
    The beefy one sat back down, sealing my escape route. If my attempt at making new friends backfired, I’d be stuck, hemmed in by a solid wall of well-fed Louisiana bro.  
 
    The cute one handed me a full glass of beer. “What’s your name?” he asked in a slow Southern drawl. 
 
    “Lana.”  
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “Lana.” When he said it, he drew out the vowels. “You go to school here?” I took a sip of beer. 
 
    “Nope, just visiting.”  
 
    “You with friends?” I nodded.  
 
    One of the beefy twins chimed in, “I’d like to meet your friends. They here too?” I tried to come up with a reason why he didn’t want to meet my friends.  
 
    “Lana’s not your matchmaker, Brandon.” He pointed at each guy at the table as he said their names. “This is Brandon and that’s his brother Toby. Ed’s the one across from me talking to that girl who’s out of his league, and I’m Jesse.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” The band on the tiny stage started playing a new song that sounded exactly like their last song, only ten times louder. I took another sip of beer and snuck a peek at the bar. Alexander had disappeared, and I didn’t see the flirty bartender either. I tried not to imagine where they were. 
 
    “Something wrong, Lana?” Jesse asked. He was pressed in tight next to me and his body was turned towards me. He had sandy blonde hair and a wide, charming smile.  
 
    “Nope, having a great time. Much better than before.”  
 
    Jesse snaked an arm around my waist and tugged me closer to him. “See? I told you we were nice. Where you from?” 
 
    “California.” His hand was sitting on my hip where it touched the banquette’s leather seat. I nervously reached my hands under the table and smoothed my dress over my thighs. 
 
    Jesse grinned. “I thought you looked like a movie star.” He leaned closer and said, “I love girls with short hair.” His face was just a few inches from my neck and I smelled the beer on his breath. I looked over at the bar again. Alexander had returned. This time he was turned around on his stool, glaring at me, his face like stone.  
 
    I turned to Jesse and flashed a huge smile. “Thanks, I just cut it.” 
 
    Jesse took a swig from his own glass. “Hey, Lana, some of our brothers are throwing a party tonight. You should invite your friends to come, too.” Jesse’s fingers grazed the hem of my dress at my thigh. I froze. I wanted him to stop, but I refused to run back to Alexander.  
 
    I pushed his hand away under the table. “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    He leaned in very close to me and I got hit with a hot blast of beer-stoked breath. “Cool. But before we go, there’s something I need to do, so none of them try it.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I have to whisper it.” 
 
    I bent my head to his and the next thing I knew, his tongue was in my mouth. I tried pushing him away but his chest was solid muscle. I finally yanked my head free and he laughed. 
 
    “I changed my mind.” I grabbed my clutch and my jacket. “Excuse me,” I said to Brandon. He didn’t budge. “Tell your friend to move so I can get out,” I snapped. I waited for Brandon to unwedge himself. 
 
    “Don’t get up, Brandon,” Jesse ordered. “Lana is fine.” 
 
    Seriously? “Brandon, get up!” I said, a little louder. I banged on Brandon’s sweaty back to no avail.  
 
    “Uh oh, you’re in trouble now, dude!” one of the other guys said. 
 
    They all burst into drunken laughter. 
 
    “You heard her, Brandon. Move your lard ass and let her out or I’ll do it for you.”  
 
    Alexander stood at the edge of the table shooting a death glare at Brandon. The laughter died and the boys swiveled around to stare at him. 
 
    “Why don’t you fuck off, bro?” Jesse said. 
 
    Panic bloomed in my chest. This was not going to end well.  
 
    “Just let me out, guys,” I pleaded. People at neighboring tables craned their necks to get a better view. Alexander quietly stared down at Jesse. I tried sliding under the table to escape but Jesse blocked me with his leg.  
 
    “Lana, you stay. Fuck this guy,” Jesse said. 
 
    Alexander said, “Don’t make me embarrass you in front of your friends. You’ve got three seconds. One. Two.” 
 
    Muscley action exploded next to me. Brandon bolted from the bench and I was shoved to the floor, where I landed hard on one knee. Chairs went screeching across the floor as Ed and Toby jumped up. A full pint glass of beer got knocked over, rolled off the table, and smashed to the ground. People started to back away from our table. 
 
    Brandon and Jesse were in Alexander’s face, yelling and cursing, but he just stood his ground. Jesse took the first swing. A second later, Jesse was on his knees, his hands clutching his face and bright red blood pouring through his fingers. Some girls screamed and ran towards the exit. 
 
    “Who’s next?” Alexander called out calmly. Jesse’s three friends were going crazy, screaming and yelling every curse word I’d ever heard and some I hadn’t. They made a semi-circle around Alexander. He eyeballed them with a confident smirk on his face. “Grab his arms!” Brandon shouted.  
 
    “Alexander, RUN!” I screamed. 
 
    To my absolute amazement, Alexander caught my eye and winked at me.  
 
    Two of the guys went for his arms. A split second later, Ed was on his knees holding his nose, and Toby was doubled over clutching his stomach, moaning. The band’s song screeched to a halt. 
 
    Brandon was the last man standing. He positioned himself so we’d have to go through him to get out of the bar. 
 
    Alexander wiped his palms on his jeans and smiled. “Come on, big boy. Don’t be shy.” Brandon had his fists up but didn’t make a move. “If you’re not gonna try and hit me, get the fuck away from us,” he snarled. He elbowed Brandon in the side and he toppled over like a felled tree, landing on a table that broke under his weight. “Lana, let’s go!” I staggered to my feet and scrambled over to him. He had a thin sheen of sweat on his forehead, but there was no other evidence he’d singlehandedly laid out four guys. We sped towards the front door as the bar erupted into pandemonium. 
 
    He stopped and called to the bartender he’d been talking to.  
 
    “Fiona! Here!” He held his hand up in the air like he wanted to catch something. 
 
    She tossed something gold through the air and he caught it.  
 
    “Sorry about the mess!” he yelled. He hustled me to the door. Just before we got there, the bearded bouncer rushed in.  
 
    He stopped short when he saw us. Then, something behind us caught his eye and he yelled, “Look out!” 
 
    We turned just in time to see Brandon running towards us with a giant glass beer stein in his hand. 
 
    “Lana, duck!”  
 
    I whipped my head to my knees. There was a massive CRACK as the glass exploded on the wall behind us. Beer and bits of glass shot out in all directions. Something hard smacked me in the mouth. I reached up to touch my bottom lip and warm wetness dripped onto my fingers. 
 
    The bouncer stared at us, recognizing us from earlier. “She said yes!” Alexander shouted. Then he hustled me through the doorway and out to the street, where we started running again. At the corner, we stopped and I tried to catch my breath. 
 
    “Jesus, Lana! What do you think you were doing in there?”  
 
    I pressed my hand to my lip. “Trying to have fun!” 
 
    He looked hurt. “We were having fun!”  
 
    “You were! So much for your so-called ‘penance’ What a joke!” I knew I sounded jealous and petulant but I didn’t care.  
 
    He waved a cab down. “Is it my fault the bartender was chatty?” 
 
    The cab pulled up, but I was filled with indignant rage. Then I realized he’d beaten up four guys for me. I opened my mouth to thank him for doing that when he grabbed me by the forearm and pushed me towards the cab.  
 
    “Get your hands off me!” I tried to pull my arm away.  
 
    Footsteps banged behind us. Someone shouted, “There they are!” 
 
    Alexander barked, “GET IN!” 
 
    He dove in next to me and pulled the door closed just in time. Ed and Toby pounded the trunk of the cab as it screeched away. 
 
    The driver cursed and shook his fist at them. I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth. My lower lip throbbed. 
 
    “You need to get better at picking boyfriends,” he said. Tears burned in my eyes. He reached up, pulled my hand away from my mouth, and gasped. 
 
    “You got hit?” His brow furrowed and the anger in his face drained away. The back of my hand was covered in blood. 
 
    I shook my head. “I ducked my head and something hit me in the mouth.” 
 
    He ran his fingers into his hair. “I think I have your teeth marks in my skull. We must have bashed skulls when we ducked.” 
 
    Blood trickled down my chin. He pulled a white handkerchief out of his pocket and blotted my lip. “Ow!” I yelped.  
 
    “Hold this on your lip. Press hard.” 
 
    The cab stopped in front of our hotel. Alexander helped me out.  
 
    For once I let him. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Sinus Honoris ~ Bay of Honor 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Where’d you learn to fight like that?” It was late and we were on my bed, still in our fancy outfits, nursing our battle wounds. I sat cross-legged and barefoot, icing my lip with a washcloth filled with ice cubes. He was laying back on my pillows and had his right hand plunged into the ice bucket.  
 
    “I had close quarters combat training at West Point. But I got plenty of practice on my own.” 
 
    “I thought you were a lover, not a fighter,” I said jokingly. 
 
    “Keep that ice on your lip.” 
 
    “It’s too cold.” 
 
    “Let’s see the damage.” He reached out and tilted my chin towards him. He gently ran his thumb over my lower lip and then ever so lightly pulled it down. He had never touched my face before. My throat tightened up. “The swelling’s gone down. Does it hurt?” 
 
    I shook my head. He stroked his thumb along my lip. He flicked his gaze away from my lips to my eyes. I started losing myself in the depths of his tractor beams. My breathing got ragged.  
 
    He tilted my head all the way to the right. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “This is the view I’m used to. Wanted to make sure it hadn’t changed.” 
 
    I blushed furiously. I pressed the ice pack back to my lip and scooted off the bed.  
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked. 
 
    “To get ready for bed. How’s your hand?” 
 
    “It’s sore where your boyfriend’s chin hit it.” I scowled at him and went to the bathroom. I peeled off my clothes and blotted a few drops of blood off my dress, and hung it to dry. I scrubbed my face and slipped into the silky nightgown I’d picked up on my little shopping spree. The delicate satin clung to my body and flowed to mid-thigh. Why not? What else should a soon-to-be heiress sleep in? I slipped a robe over it and walked out of the bathroom. 
 
    Alexander was sound asleep. His lips were parted and he breathed softly. His dark hair was mussed. He looked younger. More vulnerable. I lifted his hand out of the ice bucket and dried it off. Then I gently pried his shoes off, turned off the lights, slipped out of my robe, and got under the covers. 
 
    I lay on my side facing him. Enjoy the view. It’s the closest you’re ever going to get. 
 
    # 
 
    I woke up to faint knocking at the door and extreme throbbing in my head. 
 
    The knock sounded again. I almost screamed when I heard a male voice right next to my ear mumble, “Lana, get the door.” 
 
    My brain raced to rewind the evening. Dinner . . . the jazz club . . . 
 
    “Room service!” someone shouted outside. 
 
    “Lana, the DOOR,” Alexander groaned. 
 
    I leaped up and ran to open the door, clutching my head. Tiny elves were mining my brains with pickaxes. The room service waiter handed me a tray, mumbled good morning, and left.  
 
    I’d forgotten we had set out the breakfast room service card the night before. 
 
    I’d also forgotten I was in a barely-there nightgown.  
 
    I carried the tray over to the table and set it down. Coffee and beignets and fruit. I crept over to where I’d flung my bathrobe and slid one arm into it.  
 
    “WHAT in God’s name are you wearing?”  
 
    I froze.  
 
    Alexander was laying on his side watching me, his eyes wide. He was bare chested. His shirt and pants were in a heap next to the bed. He must have taken them off at some point in the night, while I slept. The way the sheet was draped across him made it look like he was totally naked in the bed. My breath caught in my throat and I tugged the robe closed. 
 
    “My new pajamas.” He raised his eyebrows and cocked his head at me. “You sleep okay?” I asked. “My bed comfy enough for you? 
 
    Hungover Alexander was maybe the hottest Alexander yet. His dark, glossy hair stuck straight up. His dimples deepened as he watched me. 
 
    “Yeah . . . sorry. I must have passed out.” He rubbed his eyes and yawned. “Hope my presence didn’t bother you too much.” He ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Nope. Slept like a baby,” I chirped. I poured two cups of coffee and set them on the bedside table. I didn’t normally drink coffee but my head felt like it was going to explode.  
 
    “Told you New Orleans would be fun.” He reached for his coffee and winced. “Oh no,” he groaned. 
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    He held up his right hand. I gasped. The entire hand was swollen from palm to finger. He wiggled his fingers and grimaced. “Your boyfriend is what happened.” 
 
    “Yikes. I guess that’s sort of my fault. Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s my fault for promising your dad I wouldn’t let anyone hurt you.”  
 
    “He wasn’t hurting me.” The irony was that Alexander was going to hurt me worse than any other guy ever could. 
 
    And there’d be no one for anyone to fight. 
 
    He took the coffee cup in his left hand and took a swig. The rumpled white bedsheet was pushed down to his waist. He caught me glancing at his stomach. “Looks like I took off my clothes in my sleep.” He grinned. “Unless you tore them off me?” 
 
    My cheeks burned under the glare of his hotness. “Wasn’t me.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and laughed. “Do you think you can go one day without flirting with strangers?” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    “Who, me? Oh, the bartender? She was nice! Oh, she gave me directions to someplace she said I had to check out while we were in town . . . wait, what was it?” He rubbed his forehead and squinted.  
 
    “Directions to her apartment?” 
 
    He laughed. “I’m almost done with my penance, Lana. Think I’d crack now? Although I do recall she had some very impressive—” I rolled my eyes “—tattoos,” he continued. “Tattoos, Lana.” 
 
    “What does your tattoo say?” I blurted it out without thinking. 
 
    His hand holding the coffee cup froze in mid-air. He carefully set it down on the bedside table and cleared his throat. “The name of my best friend. He was killed in combat in Afghanistan.” 
 
    “What was his name?” 
 
    “Matthew Bard. We called him Bardo. We met in grade school in Virginia and stayed friends after I moved to California. He was a year older than me, but we were like brothers. After he got in to West Point, he pushed me to apply.” He scratched his eye and then rubbed it with the back of his hand. “I got the news right before my last game. I played like shit and got hurt. And that was it.” He cleared his throat and finished his coffee.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. Losing someone that close to you is harder when it’s . . . unexpected.”  
 
    I shook my head and blinked back my own emotions. His eyes were filled with compassion. I wanted to ask him more questions. Why had he left West Point? Because he couldn’t play football? Wouldn’t you want to stay so you could go fight the guys who killed your friend? It seemed slightly out of character for him. Unless he’d been so emotionally wrecked he could no longer cope.  
 
    I set my questions aside, clambered off the bed, and helped myself to two beignets. 
 
    “These are absolutely delicious.” 
 
    “Can you hand me some ice while you’re over there?” 
 
    I wiped my hands off, fished some ice out of the water pitcher the waiter had delivered with breakfast, and fashioned a rudimentary ice pack using one of the huge cloth napkins. He propped his hand on a pillow and I gingerly pressed the ice pack onto it.  
 
    As I did, my robe slipped off one shoulder.  
 
    “How’s that feel?” I asked. 
 
    “Good,” he said, his voice quiet. “Pajamas have bunnies and reindeer on them.” I looked down. The gossamer silk clung unforgivingly to my chest and tummy. My heart sped up. “That’s not pajamas.”  
 
    “If you sleep in it, it’s pajamas,” I retorted. “Besides, I needed something to sleep in besides your old t-shirt.” 
 
    He reached over and slipped a finger underneath the thin satin nightgown strap where it rested on my stitches. My breath hitched and goosebumps colonized my arms and legs.  
 
    “Stitches look good. Healing nicely,” he said softly. I couldn’t move. We were so close I could smell remnants of his cologne and sense the heat of his skin. 
 
    He drew his hand away to glance at his watch and the spell was broken. 
 
    “Can you be packed and showered in 20 minutes?” 
 
    I shook my head to clear my thoughts. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good, because you’re driving.” 
 
    # 
 
    “The pedals are super responsive, this is a V12, so you don’t want to jam down on anything—LANA!”  
 
    I jammed my foot on the gas and the Vanquish leapt forward with a satisfying roar.  
 
    “Relax,” I purred. “I drive a Ferrari, remember? And I outran the Russian mob.” 
 
    Alexander grabbed the arm rest. “Just take it easy, okay? This car cost three hundred thousand dollars.” 
 
    “Worth every penny.” I changed lanes with a tiny flick of the wheel and giggled. “The Vicodin should kick in pretty soon,” I said. I’d given him the last one in my bottle. “Why don’t you take a nap?” He adjusted the Ace bandage I’d wrapped around his right hand and leaned back in his seat. 
 
    “If I fall asleep, don’t crash, don’t speed, and don’t get pulled over. We have 48 hours to get to New York, we can’t afford to lose any more time.” 
 
    “Where should we stop tonight?” 
 
    “How long can you stay awake?” 
 
    # 
 
    Turns out I can stay awake a long time when I’m driving an Aston Martin.  
 
    “Add this to the list of things we’re not telling your dad.” Alexander gave up trying to crack open a can of Red Bull with his bandaged right hand and held it out towards me. I opened it with one hand as I drove and took a swig. 
 
    “They’re pretty good,” I said. “Wait—can you overdose on caffeine?” 
 
    “Probably, but I need to keep this caravan moving. Thanks for letting me nap.”  
 
    We’d crossed through Louisiana and the southern coasts of Mississippi and Alabama and were already halfway across the Florida panhandle. Tornado alerts and massive thunderstorms in the Atlanta area had forced me to stay on Interstate 10, so we were heading straight to the Atlantic Ocean, where we’d make the big left turn north—to New York. 
 
    He held out his good hand and I passed him the can of Red Bull. He took a giant swig and handed it back. “I can’t believe I broke my hand defending your honor.” 
 
    “Such as it is,” I said, without thinking. He raised an eyebrow. I realized my slip and squirmed. “I mean, I feel really bad about your hand. But I don’t feel bad that you can’t drive today.” I gave him a brief, tight-lipped smiled and trained my eyes back on the road.  
 
    I’d lost my “honor” in the Crawford’s pool house. Actually, I hadn’t lost it. It had been forcibly stripped away from me against my will. Caleb had taken something much bigger away from me, too.  
 
    My self-respect.  
 
    Because as much as I hated Caleb, I hated myself more for what had happened. How gullible I’d been. How naive. How could I have been so stupid? Would I ever be able to forgive myself? It wasn’t my fault —none of it was—and I knew that, objectively. But these inescapable feelings clung to me like tar. Would I ever be able to wash them away? 
 
    “Lana? You okay?”  
 
    “This car’s a dream. I should have driven the whole time,” I said. 
 
    “With you driving, at least I get to look at something prettier than the ass-end of a semi truck.” 
 
    He grinned rakishly at me. Heat crept up my chest and face. I gritted my teeth, gripped the steering wheel tighter, and lowered my foot on the gas. There was an ancient pickup ahead of me in the fast lane. I calmly passed him and slid in behind a fast red Corvette. A few drops of rain splashed the windshield. I fiddled with the wiper controls until I got them onto the lowest setting.  
 
    The Corvette slowed and swerved out of the lane, and I spotted a soggy mattress in the middle of the road just in time. I was busy trying to avoid it when Alexander’s phone rang. 
 
    “Hi, John, great to hear from you,” he said brightly, as if he wasn’t brutally hungover. “How’s the apartment?” He paused, listening. “Least I could do, Sir. Sure, hold on. I’ll put you on speaker.” He tapped the speaker button. “Okay, she can hear you now.” 
 
    I veered back into the fast lane and shook my head. “Not now,” I muttered.  
 
    “Lana? You there?” My dad sounded excited to talk to me. 
 
    “Yep! Hi, Dad!” 
 
    “I tried your phone but it’s going straight to voicemail.” I’d forgotten to charge it the night before. And I realized I’d left the phone charger back in the hotel. “How was New Orleans?” How did he know where we’d been? I glared at Alexander. He held his hands up as if to say it wasn’t him. 
 
    “How’d you know?” I asked. 
 
    “One of you called me last night from a cab, probably by accident. I heard the driver mention the French Quarter.” There was a long pause. “You guys taking the long route?” 
 
    Alexander cleared his throat. “John, don’t worry. We’re making great time, and Lana’s feeling healthy, so I thought we’d take a day to rest.”  
 
    There was nothing relaxing about New Orleans. I stifled a laugh. 
 
    My dad chuckled. “Sounds good to me. I knew you’d take good care of her.” My cheeks burned with embarrassment. “Lana, he’s taking good care of you, right?”  
 
    I gritted my teeth. “Yes, Dad.” I cleared my throat. I couldn’t bring myself to look over at Alexander. “What about you?” 
 
    “Ticker’s still ticking. I’ll be even better when I see you.” 
 
    “She’ll be back as soon as it’s safe, John,” Alexander said.  
 
    My dad cleared his throat noisily. “Honey, I got a call from your friend Maya. She wanted me to tell you she ran into someone named Caleb. Isn’t that the boy you took to prom night? Anyway, she said he was asking about you. Told her he needed to talk to you.” My fingers tightened on the steering wheel. I could feel Alexander’s anger rising next to me. 
 
    My dad had never been able to remember Caleb’s name. 
 
    “What did he want?” I asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    “She didn’t tell me, but you should call her. You need to keep your phone charged, honey.” 
 
    “Yes, she does,” Alexander said.  
 
    When I finally managed to get off the phone, the silence in the car was ear-splitting. I could almost hear my heart thumping under my ribs.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Well what?” 
 
    “Are you going to call Maya?” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to her—or Caleb.” Caleb just wanted to beg my forgiveness and stop me from going to the police. Or he needed me to keep quiet so Maya wouldn’t find out and get mad at Evan.  
 
    But it was too late. I was ready to report what he’d done as soon as I was back in Sonoma. 
 
    Alexander reached into the backseat and started pawing through my backpack. A few seconds later he pulled out my dead phone and plugged it into the charger. 
 
    “You have to keep this thing charged. What if I need to call you?” 
 
    “Pretty sure you know where to find me.” My phone lit up and started vibrating over and over as old text messages came in. I counted ten before I finally grabbed it out of his hand. 
 
    I grimaced when I saw some of the texts from Maya.  
 
    I’m with Evan and Caleb is here. He’s all upset. He’s begging me to get you to call him. He says there’s something you need you to know and he won’t tell me. Will only tell you on phone. Call me!!!! 
 
    “Don’t text and drive,” he said, snatching the phone out of my hands. He read her texts. “Hm, sounds like old Caleb has realized the error of his ways. Should we call her and find out?” 
 
    “We? No! I’ll call her later.” I could barely control my fury. He reluctantly nodded and set my phone in the center console.  
 
    Why was Maya helping him? She knew he’d slept with Cressida. She didn’t know the full story, but it still felt like a betrayal. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Lacus Gaudii ~ Lake of Joy 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain had just started pattering on the roof when he said, “You kind of got weird when I was joking before. About your honor.” 
 
    Tears pressed against my eyelids. My brain buzzed with exhaustion. My emotions had become blobs of paint smeared on a palette. The edges between anger and hope and despair and happiness had blurred. 
 
    Red and white lights flashed ahead. “Tell me.” There was an icy cold edge to his words. He knew something bad happened. 
 
    Part of me feared for Caleb’s life if I told him. Caleb made his bed. And left you in it. 
 
    Ahead of us, a dozen fire trucks, ambulances, and police cars blocked the two left lanes.  
 
    “This one looks bad,” I said.  
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    The whirling red disco lights of death bathed his face in a red glow. The raindrops looked like blood spattered across the windshield. I took a shaky breath. I didn’t have the energy to hold the words back anymore.  
 
    So I let them go. 
 
    “I told you about what happened this spring, at Cressida’s party after the spring formal.” 
 
    “Your bone-headed boyfriend boned your bony stepsister.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but that was actually not the worst thing that happened to me that night.” My throat filled with sand. He watched me quietly, a heavy tenderness in his eyes. I swallowed hard and continued. “Before that happened, Caleb and I were in a guest room together. I think he was trying to call us a cab or something. We’d been drinking, obviously. The last thing I remember is laying down on the bed kissing him. Fully clothed.” 
 
    “You blacked out?”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How much did you drink?”  
 
    “I don’t know . . . enough.” 
 
    “You just passed out?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Go on.” He watched me with a deadly serious look on his face.  
 
    I stared straight ahead as my heart raced. I was about to tell him my secret. I’d only known him a week. But I needed him to know. I winced and choked the steering wheel until my knuckles were white.  
 
    “When I woke up, I was . . . no longer fully clothed. It was pretty obvious what had happened. What he’d done.” The blood . . . the pain. Everything had hurt, and my mouth had been flooded with a strange metallic taste. I shivered and shook my head to clear the images.  
 
    His eyebrows shot up and his eyes got big. Then his lips pressed together and he ran his hand through his hair. “My God. Now I really do have to kill him.” Creases formed across his forehead. “Oh wait—when you said, your ‘honor such as it was’—Lana, was that . . . your first . . . ah—”  
 
    He was unexpectedly perceptive. And he listened closely. I had to be more careful. 
 
    I answered him with silence and willed myself not to cry. There were no more tears to cry over that.  
 
    He said nothing for a long beat. “Did he know you were a virgin at the time?”  
 
    I could barely bring myself to nod. Alexander’s body went rigid in his seat. His hands formed into fists on his knees.  
 
    “What happened after?” 
 
    “I went looking for him when I woke up. I found him in Cressida’s bedroom. With Cressida.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “I went home.” 
 
    “Did you report it?” 
 
    “Yeah. To you, just now.” 
 
    “You never told anyone? Your dad even?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Are you kidding?”  
 
    He let out a long, low breath. “If I ever see this person again, he’s in extreme danger.” 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    An SUV had overturned ahead of us. It was upside down and split in two, straddling the center divider. Ripped, jagged pieces of metal littered the ground. Next to the wreckage, plastic yellow sheets covered two lumps on the asphalt.  
 
    The sheets were slick with rain and stained with blood. 
 
    A highway patrol officer holding a flare directed traffic into the center lane. I carefully steered away from the scene. 
 
    Just before we passed it, I got a clear view through the scrum of paramedics and cops.  
 
    A tiny foot in a pink shoe stuck out from under the sheet. 
 
    “Oh my God, do you see that!?”  
 
    “Look straight ahead. Just keep driving.” 
 
    I screwed my fists into my eyes to erase the images and wipe the tears but I couldn’t stop shaking. 
 
    “I think I need to stop.” 
 
    He nodded. “Take the next exit.” 
 
    # 
 
    For once he didn’t say a word about mattress quality or five-star hotels. I was crashing from the caffeine and the driving and the adrenaline and the weight of the memories. I staggered blindly in the dark room and fell on the stiff bed at the no-name motel we’d found just north of the Florida border.  
 
    Because of the storm, we had to share a room with two beds, but I was too delirious to care. 
 
    While Alexander washed up in the bathroom, I kicked off my shoes and peeled off my jeans. I had just enough energy to crawl between scratchy motel sheets that smelled like bleach. You are still alive. You survived Ramona and Caleb and Cressida and Victor and Arkady and Nastia. 
 
    But would I survive Alexander? 
 
    # 
 
    I am sitting on the hood of the Vanquish in a long, silky gray gown. The diaphanous fabric billows in the breeze. Alexander sits next to me. We’re parked in the middle of a red desert. The red spires of the Valley of Fire rise in the distance. It’s sunset and the golden light bathes his skin. He glows like something supernatural. “I’d like to kiss you until I die,” he says. He sinks his hands into my hair, which is long and beautiful again and spills down my back. He tilts my head back. His hands slide down my face to my shoulders, and then he slips the straps of the dress down and kisses my bare shoulder. He leans me back against the warm hood and we kiss. My body is on fire as his hand slides down and I arch my back off the hood and into him.  
 
    “Until we both die,” I say in a whisper. 
 
    # 
 
    A door slammed somewhere in the motel. I squeezed my eyes shut and willed myself to fall back to sleep, desperate to turn the magnificent dream back on. 
 
    But the shreds wafted away. I punched my pillow in frustration. That’s as close as you’ll ever come to kissing him. I tiptoed through our dark motel room into the bathroom. I could hear him breathing in the other bed, still asleep. I soaked the cheap washcloth in hot water and scrubbed my arms and neck and cheeks until I didn’t feel his touch from the dream anymore. Then I stood in front of the mirror scowling at myself.  
 
    On the outside, I looked better than I had at the Amangiri—there was some color in my face, my freckles were under control, and the bruises and cuts were fading away. Even my stitches were dissolving, leaving behind just a thin, red scar on my shoulder. 
 
    On the inside, I was sick. Alexander Ambrose filled my thoughts and my dreams. 
 
    He was beautiful poison, and every day I took another sip. 
 
    # 
 
    “You might be driving all the way to Manhattan.” It was Saturday morning. The plan was to get as far as we could by dinnertime, spend one last night on the road, and get to New York City late Sunday night. We’d have a chance to rest and get ready before meeting Georgette’s trustee. 
 
    Who held the keys to my magical, mythical, mystery fortune. 
 
    Alexander sat on the bed rewrapping his right hand. The swelling was worse than the day before.  
 
    “I might be driving us all the way back to California, too,” I said. 
 
    He laughed. “We’re taking the family jet home, my dear. I eventually do have to make an appearance at the office.” The family jet!  
 
    I suddenly remembered how out of my depth I was. It was easy to forget Alexander was also the heir to his own large family fortune. I was still just Lana from the last non-millionaire part of Glen Ellen, heir to a burned out two-bedroom shack and a mossy cemetery plot.  
 
    I was used to feeling like the poorest person in the room. An outsider looking in, but never in. Would that change once I was firmly on the inside? Or like my mother, would I flee back to the normal world? 
 
    # 
 
    A different storm was heading for the coast north of us—straight into the I-95, which was my yellow brick road straight to NYC. A reporter on the radio mentioned gas shortages and people evacuating inland. Near Savannah, I pulled over to fill up, but they were already rationing gas and I was only allowed half a tank. 
 
    We weren’t going to make it. 
 
    The air smelled like ocean. I ran into the minimart to grab some snacks while Alexander pumped gas, but the shelves had already been cleaned out. When we got back on the highway, we inched north under skies that were dark gray and ominous. I’d need more gas before we stopped for the night or we’d have to start walking. 
 
    “This is bullshit. Get off the highway.” Alexander pulled out his phone and started checking out maps. 
 
    “But this is the only route, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope. Take the next exit.” 
 
    The sign over the exit said TO CHARLESTON, SC. I reluctantly got off and headed east on a two-lane highway, where the road was suspiciously empty of cars. 
 
    “See? No traffic this way.” 
 
    “For good reason.” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    Cars streamed past us heading away from the coast. I stopped at the first gas station we passed, but they were closed. A big sign hung on one of the pumps: “NO GAS.” 
 
    By the time we made it to Charleston, the gas light was on again. The wind whipped through the streets. Trees bent crazily in the strong winds. The wipers could barely keep up with the deluge of water coming down on us. The center of town was deserted except for a few emergency vehicles with lights flashing at intersections, since the traffic lights were all out. I drove through a wide street flooded with a foot of water. A giant spray flew out either side of the car and the tires struggled to maintain their grip on the road. 
 
    “We’re going to be stuck here for days with no gas!” 
 
    Alexander was calm. “If we’d stayed on the highway, we’d be spending the night on the side of the road. I need my beauty sleep, as you know. We’ll get back on the highway when the storm passes in the morning. Turn left up there.” 
 
    # 
 
    After lugging our bags up the tall front steps of the elegant Southern mansion, we were soaked. 
 
    Alexander rang the bell. Despite the humid air, I shivered in my wet jacket. 
 
    “Just pray they have room at the inn.” 
 
    Lucky for us, Wendell, the manager, let us in and gave us good news. He was a trim, tanned older man with a bow tie and a perfectly groomed mustache.  
 
    “We’re totally full except for one room, but it’s a suite. Will that do?” 
 
    Alexander shot me a look. “That okay, Lana?” 
 
    The world was conspiring to get me to spend another night sharing a room with him. 
 
    The Grand Mansion Suite at the Wentworth Mansion was like a luxury apartment, with high ceilings and a huge stone fireplace in the living room. Carved wood panels lined the walls. Plush green velvet curtains framed the windows and fell to the floor. The living area and the bedroom were open to each other and crystal chandeliers hung in both rooms. There was a huge sofa facing a fireplace in the living room area, and a massive canopied bed just beyond it. 
 
    Wendell set our bags down on an ornate bench. “Will this do?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said, looking around. “It’s gorgeous.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well it is the honeymoon suite.” 
 
    I turned my face away so Wendell wouldn’t see me blushing red. Alexander handed Wendell a folded bill.  
 
    “It’ll definitely do. Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, no tips tonight! We’re not through this storm yet, folks. If the roof holds, tip me in the morning. Should I send up some dinner?” 
 
    After Wendell left with our dinner order, Alexander turned to me. “You take the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.” 
 
    # 
 
    After we dried off and cleaned up, Wendell brought up trays from the kitchen, complete with candles in silver candleholders. Alexander poured himself a glass of something brown he’d found in the fully stocked bar. We ate at a low coffee table. He sat on the curvy velvet sofa and I curled up on an overstuffed chair across from him in my latest hotel robe acquisition.  
 
    He tried to cut a piece of grilled steak with his bandaged right hand and the knife clattered to the floor.  
 
    “Let me do it.” I sliced the meat into manageable pieces for him. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “For Driving. Cutting my food. Tolerating.”  
 
    “It’s my fault you’re on this stupid road trip. Do not thank me.” 
 
     “Stupid? Aw, I thought we were having fun.” He harpooned a chunk of steak with his fork and grinned.  
 
    “I just meant, if not for me, you’d be home, not stranded in a storm with me.” 
 
    Our eyes locked. His hazel eyes were lighter, almost green against the sage walls.  
 
    “What if I like being stranded with you?” 
 
    I finished my food without saying another word. When we were both done, I stood up. “I’ll put the trays in the hallway. Wendell said someone would come get them.”  
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” he said, and started to stand.  
 
    “Sit!” He obeyed and sat back down. I bent down and piled all our plates and forks and napkins onto one tray, then slid the empty tray underneath the full one. When I stepped out into the hall, the storm echoed in the dark hallway, and the entire building vibrated from the force of the wind. 
 
    Back inside, lightning flashed through the window. The chandelier flickered and went out, leaving us in the dark. Alexander found a lighter on the mantle and lit the candles on the coffee table. Flickering golden light filled the air. 
 
    He walked over to the fireplace and tossed a last log onto the fire. “When this fire goes out it’s going to get chilly in here. You’re gonna be cold in that.” 
 
    “This robe? It’s cozy.” I asked. 
 
    “In what you have on underneath.”  
 
    “The word you’re looking for, Alexander, is pajamas.” 
 
    “You need new pajamas.” 
 
    I pulled the robe tight around my legs. “That’s true, but this nightgown happens to be my only remaining clean item of clothing.” 
 
    “Just keep your robe on,” he growled. “So you stay warm.” 
 
    Indignant, I crossed my arms and scowled. “Oh really? Why should I? You’re my cousin, I could sleep naked if I wanted to!” The words fell out before I could stop them. 
 
    He didn’t say a word. He plucked the wine out of the ice bucket Wendell had sent up and twisted off the cork. It popped dramatically. 
 
    “You can do whatever you want, Lana. But first, try this. It’s Prosecco, it’s light.” He handed me a glass.  
 
    “Aren’t you having any?” 
 
    “Nope. Sticking to whiskey.”  
 
    “Is that a good idea after New Orleans?” 
 
    “No, it’s a great idea. And in approximately one minute you’ll understand why.” 
 
    He stared into his glass, swirling the amber liquid.  
 
    A log dropped in the fireplace and fell with a dramatic burst of sparks. 
 
    I jumped. “What is it?” He had a strange expression on his face. I sensed that something was wrong. Something was terribly, terribly wrong. There is no lawyer meeting. There is no fortune. There is no heiress. This is all a dream and you’re about to wake up in your old bed and your ratty old Snoopy nightgown. 
 
    He took a sip of his drink and examined me as if he was sizing up a target for shooting practice.  
 
    “So, there’s something I need you to know. I’ve actually been trying to tell you for a while.” 
 
    You’re married. You have a kid. You’re not into girls. You are into girls but you’re in love with a supermodel. You’re a serial killer and I’m your next victim. You’re a figment of my imagination.  
 
    “What?” I asked in a strangled whisper. He ran both hands through his hair. I’d never seen him look this nervous before.  
 
    “Before I tell you, I want you to know it doesn’t change anything, okay?” 
 
    My heart thudded in my chest. The wind bashed into the windows and the glass panes rattled like someone outside was trying desperately to get in. 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered. 
 
    “I’m sort of . . . adopted.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Lacus Aestatis ~ Lake of Summer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A sledgehammer to the skull would have been less shocking. He watched me carefully with a bashful expression. 
 
    “You’re . . . what did you say?” 
 
    “Adopted. Half-adopted to be precise.”  
 
    Synapses in my brain snapped like ropes pulled too tight. My thoughts raced. A bemused smile played on his lips. “Plot twist, I know.” 
 
    I shook my head to clear out the paralysis. “I’m gonna need a few more details.” 
 
    He laughed. “Elijah Ambrose is my mother’s second husband. Which makes him my stepfather, even though he legally adopted me when I was little.” 
 
    A tremendous gust of wind rattled the windows.  
 
    I did my best to hide the shrieking inside my brain.  
 
    He wasn’t an Ambrose by birth. 
 
    He wasn’t an Ambrose by blood. 
 
    WE WERE NOT BIOLOGICALLY RELATED. 
 
    I could stop feeling sick every time I ogled him.  
 
    I could stop hating myself for liking him. 
 
    “Wow. Okay.” 
 
    He drained his glass and plunked it down on the side table. “Obviously you and I are still cousins, since legally I’m Elijah’s son, but we’re not blood-related. I don’t know if it matters to you. It probably doesn’t. But I didn’t like you not knowing.” He shrugged. “Sorry for not telling you earlier.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “Thanks for telling me now.” Don’t get any ideas. Doesn’t change anything. Stop thinking it does. 
 
    I sipped my Prosecco to buy myself time to think. “Is it a secret? Who else knows?” 
 
    He smirked. “Semi-secret. My parents didn’t want people to treat me differently from the other kids. Oh—that’s the other thing. Gretchen and Soren are my step-siblings. They grew up with their hippie mother on a yoga commune in upstate New York. I only saw them on vacations once a year, if that.” 
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    “My mom married Elijah when I was four. They got full custody when I was seven. I was ten when he officially adopted me.” 
 
    “What about your biological dad?”  
 
    “Haven’t talked to him in almost five years. My mother hates him. He had a pretty serious drinking problem, but he’s a good guy. I forgive him.” 
 
    His origin story didn’t fit neatly into Ambrose family lore.  
 
    Just like mine. 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Virginia, near Chesapeake Bay. He builds custom boats for rich people. Which I suspect is how my mom met Elijah.” 
 
    “Is that where you grew up?” 
 
    “Yeah. I also used to visit him there after their divorce.” I would have loved him if he had been born to wolves and raised by monkeys.  
 
    “Why did he lose custody?” 
 
    He smiled ruefully and shook his head. “He used to take me sailing when I was little. One day, I fell overboard at the marina and he was too drunk to notice. A stranger jumped in to save me. That was the last full day I spent with him. Supposedly he got sober after that.” 
 
    The fire was almost out and I shivered. His father had failed him, too. I didn’t dare utter the other words quietly ticker-taping around my brain on a loop. You’re not related you’re not related you’re not related.  
 
    Or were we? Adoptive siblings are siblings. So are step-siblings. But what about distant step-cousins? Was it socially acceptable to be in love with your step-third-cousin thrice removed?  
 
    Did I even care what was socially acceptable anymore? 
 
    “You and Elijah get along better than me and Ramona, I hope.”  
 
    He regarded me coolly. “We’re good now. He wasn’t too thrilled with how I left West Point.” The flawless Ambrose veneer crumbled a little more. “I was trying to tell you this all week. I wanted to tell you in New Orleans.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m not used to talking about it. My mother thinks it’s disloyal to Elijah if I call him my ‘stepfather.’ Mostly we don’t talk about it. He adopted me to help perfect the illusion, I guess. Most of my friends don’t even know.” 
 
    “Bardo?” 
 
    “He knew.”  
 
    I bit my lip and winced in pain. The cut was still healing. He stood up, stretched, and walked over to the window. He pushed the velvet curtains aside and peered out. 
 
    “Hey, come here, you have got to see this.”  
 
    I walked over to where he stood. His eyes glimmered in the dim light. I was so close I could see the stubble on his chin. Outside, lightning flashed against the cloud cover and wind rattled the window latches. Then the storm clouds slowly parted to reveal a luminous full moon and it was as if the sky itself had split in half. The moonlight illuminated the jagged clouds in a spectacular backlit display. 
 
    It looked like something eternal.  
 
    A feeling deep inside me woke up. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” I whispered.  
 
    “Yes, it is.” Alexander said in a low voice. He was looking at me. In the moonlight, his face was like carved marble. 
 
    My skin prickled with anticipation. The moonlight disappeared and the wind picked up. A shadow fell across his face and earsplitting thunder cracked the sky, right over the Wentworth Mansion. I whipped my head around and hit the side of my head on the corner of the thick windowsill. 
 
    I yelped and my hand flew to my temple.  
 
    Alexander put his hands on my shoulders. 
 
    “Let me see,” he said. I tilted my head towards his. His fingers lightly grazed my forehead. “It’s a little swollen here,” he said, touching just above my left temple. “How’s that lip doing? Should I check that too?” His voice sounded strange. 
 
    He wanted to check my lip? 
 
    His thumb moved across my upper lip. “Does it hurt when I do this?” His voice was low and ragged. I was totally unable to form words so I shook my head no. “What if I do this?” His thumb pressed into the center of my lower lip and gently pulled my lip down. I shook my head and closed my eyes. Then his thumb scraped against my bottom teeth. His hand on my jawbone pressed into my flesh. I was frozen in time, in space.  
 
    Bright white lightning flashed right outside the window and lit up the room like it was electrocuted. Then, a second later, it was dark again.  
 
    Alexander pulled his hand off me as though my skin burned. “That was close,” I said. 
 
    “Very close,” he said. Neither one of us moved. Without warning, the lights in the room came back on.  
 
    It was suddenly super awkward. I couldn’t just stand there like I was waiting for him to kiss me. 
 
    “Welp, it’s pretty late, and I have a long drive tomorrow,” I said, attempting to sound casual. He didn’t need to know my heart was galloping and my palms were damp. I practically ran to the bathroom, where I held on to the sink and hyperventilated for a few minutes before I could brush my teeth. 
 
    When I came out, the only light in the room was from a single candle. He’d made up a little bed on the couch with a pillow and a throw blanket, and he was sprawled on it looking at his phone.  
 
    I stopped at the side of the huge four-poster bed on the other side of the suite. I took a deep breath and called out, “Goodnight, Alexander.” I turned my back on him, dropped my robe to the floor, and slipped under the downy covers. He blew out the candle and the room went dark.  
 
    The only sound was the slow creaking of the chandelier and the faint stampede of rain on the roof. I pressed my face into the pillow to blot the silent tears rolling down my cheeks. I wanted to wall off my impossible, useless feelings, to kill them and bury them deep in the ground. I had other things to worry about: my dad, Ramona, paying off Victor, packing for college, life as an heiress.  
 
    It was time to move on from this stupid, pointless crush.  
 
    My new life was about to start and it could not, would not include him. 
 
    The ancient ache for my mother crept over me. It was a different kind of pain, but because it was familiar, it gave me a weird sense of comfort. The longing for her was all I had left of her. I hugged the pillow to my chest and cried without making a sound until sleep descended on me like a suffocating cloud. 
 
    # 
 
    I’m running as fast as I can but it’s gaining on me. Up ahead, the cliffs end but I can’t slow down and I don’t even try and then I’m falling like a stone into the churning sea below. I scream and scream as I sink below the waves, but nothing comes out of my mouth. And then my mother’s voice is calling to me from the depths below. “Lana, Lana, my sweet girl, it’s all right. Momma’s here, Momma’s got you.” I haven’t heard her voice in years. It is so vivid and real I cry out for her. I look for her in the water, whirling around to find her, but there’s nothing. I scream her name until my mouth fills with water. 
 
    # 
 
    I bolted upright, gasping for air.  
 
    A voice came out of the darkness inches away from me.  
 
    “Hey.”  
 
    My hand clutched my chest. “You scared me!”  
 
    My eyes adjusted. The rain had stopped and squares of moonlight dappled the floor. 
 
    Alexander sat cross-legged on the corner of the bed, watching me. “You were having a nightmare. I came to check on you, sorry.” His hair was tousled, sticking up everywhere, his t-shirt askew on his frame. His eyes were soft and sleepy, but his gaze, as usual, was penetrating. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “What was it about?” His voice was so tender. 
 
    “My mother. I haven’t had it in a long time. Sorry if I woke you.” I bent my head into the crumpled sheet and wept.  
 
    “Oh, Lana. Don’t cry.” He slowly crawled towards me and tilted my head up from my hands. He sat up on his knees and with a corner of the sheet carefully blotted the tears on my cheeks. The moonlight bathing the bed made him look like an alabaster god. “Come here.”  
 
    I let myself cry on his shoulder until my tears soaked his t-shirt. He stroked my hair and then his hand grazed the nape of my neck. My sadness dried up like damp leaves falling on a bonfire and was replaced by intense physical attraction. I was suddenly hyperaware of his muscular chest, his smooth skin. He shifted and the light stubble on his chin scraped my forehead. 
 
    I closed my eyes and lost myself in the sensation of his body against mine. My arms moved higher until my hands were resting at the base of his neck. All my inhibitions wavered. But it wasn’t just physical anymore—it was him. And I didn’t have the energy to fight my impulses anymore.  
 
    My hands went rogue first. My fingers curled into the soft hair at the back of his damp neck. My lips grazed his neck just above the collar of his shirt. 
 
    His body tensed up. “What are you doing?” he whispered. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    I had the unnerving sensation he was reading my thoughts. And then incredibly and to my utter disbelief his fingers combed my hair away from my face. 
 
    “Lana?” His voice was low, almost menacing, as he said my name.  
 
    “Yeah?” His eyes burned into mine. I stared back at him defiantly. I wouldn’t look away this time. His full lips parted and I could feel his warm, sweet breath on me. My head started to spin. His brow was furrowed and he was breathing fast.  
 
    “Tell me what you want,” he demanded. He freed one hand from my hair and stroked my cheek with the back of his good hand. He needs your permission. He wants your permission. He doesn’t want to be like Caleb. 
 
    I decided to show him what I wanted. It was easier than trying to form sentences. I slid my hand to his neck and pulled his face to mine. Our lips touched softly, and then harder, and then harder. 
 
    My brain struggled to cope with the insanely unreal fact that I was making out with Alexander Ambrose. Every nerve in my body wallowed in the feeling of his mouth on mine. 
 
    His kisses were like snowflakes—each time his mouth moved it was to kiss me in a new way. His arms found their way around my waist and he held me in place. Then he eased me back onto the bed and stretched out next to me. Our arms and legs became intertwined, creating their own magnetic field as our bodies pressed together.  
 
    He ripped the bandage off his right hand and pushed his fingers into my hair, holding my face where he wanted it. He stroked the underside of my arm down to my side. Powerful chills ran through me. He took a fistful of silky fabric near my hip and started rubbing little circles with it onto my skin.  
 
    My nightgown slid dangerously towards my waist. 
 
    With his other hand, he pushed one of my arms over my head, and then the other. He held them there with one hand while he kissed me. When I tried to pull my hands free, his grip tightened. He kissed along the neckline of my nightie. His other hand with the fistful of silk fabric moved in little circles at my waist, pushing into me. It was the most intense physical experience of my life. His kisses burned away my memories of Caleb Weaver and cauterized all my wounds.  
 
    Then it felt like something enormous was exploding out of my heart, out of my chest, and filling me with an indescribably sweet pain. 
 
    He released my hands so he could move his other hand behind my back. Suddenly we were fully entwined—my arms thrown around him, my hands pressing into the smooth skin on his back where his t-shirt had ridden up, his arms around me, one hand pushing me into him, and the other wrapped in silk kneading little circles into me. 
 
    “Definitely not what I expected,” he said. His voice was soft and deep and made me quiver to my core. What would happen after didn’t matter. Nothing would matter. The warning sirens blasting in my brain faded away to silence as his hands tugged at the delicate straps of my gown. He worked them down to the middle of my upper arms but couldn’t go down any further because he was holding my hands above my head. He released my hands and I took his hand and pulled it to my breast. 
 
    The corners of his mouth turned up as he kissed me.  
 
    “Okay,” he whispered between kisses. He kept his mouth on mine and caressed me through the silk. He slid the top of my nightgown down to my waist. My eyes flew open. He leaned on one elbow, just looking at me. He seemed almost reverent.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. I didn’t feel shy, even though I was completely exposed to him. He stayed quiet. The moon had risen and moonlight filled the room. My skin looked slightly unreal in the blue light. The bruise on my ribs was barely visible.  
 
    “You. Are. Spectacular.” 
 
    I was levitating. Or was I dreaming? 
 
    His fingers traced a line from the base of my neck to my belly button. “I thought about kissing you the day I met you,” he said. My body trembled with the awesomeness of that fact. 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” I whispered. 
 
    His jaw clenched. “Lots of reasons. None of which I can recall at the moment.” 
 
    He slid the flat of his palm between my breasts to my neck. He bent his head to mine and kissed me again, and then his face moved down to my chest. He cupped my breast in his good hand and rubbed his thumb over my nipple. His teeth grazed my nipple, nipping it, then sucking it, then softly nipping it again until I thought I’d go crazy.  
 
    He started doing the same to my other breast, over and over, and I started losing control. Then it was as though a wave was lifting me. My hands clutched his back as a grenade went off deep inside my body.  
 
    I was momentarily paralyzed by the shockwave that wracked my body. Alexander kissed me hard on the mouth and smoothed my hair back. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. Okay? I would never be okay again. 
 
    “Yeah,” I lied. “Are you?” 
 
    He laughed at that. “I could use a few hundred cold showers, but I’ll live.” He kissed me again, soft and deep, and I felt like I was drowning in him. “Lana, Lana, Lana. So very responsive. That’s enough fun for one night.” He tugged my nightgown up and helped me get my arms into the straps. I stretched out on the bed in a drugged state of relaxation. 
 
    I had so much I wanted to say to him, but my eyes were not obeying my command to stay open. His body curled up alongside mine and he pulled the sheet over us. His arm found its way around my waist. The last thing I noticed was the room growing dark again as clouds swept across it.  
 
    By the time I closed my eyes, there wasn’t a trace of moonlight left. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Lacus Hiemalis ~ Lake of Winter 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up with a sharp headache in a room bright with morning light. I pulled the covers over my head and went through the usual confused few seconds of retracing my steps. 
 
    Something had happened with Alexander.  
 
    OH MY GOD.  
 
    And I had to sit next to him for the next ten hours. How would I look him in the face? You and your “responsiveness.” My face felt hot just thinking about it.  
 
    The gorgeous suite was as disheveled as I was. The bed was a jumble of sheets and blankets. Clothes, shoes, robes were strewn across over the wood floors. Just act normal. He won’t say anything about it and you can pretend like it never happened. He won’t even bring it up. 
 
    I was about to spring out of bed when the bathroom door opened. Alexander walked out dripping wet, his hair slicked back. He clutched a tiny white towel around his waist. He saw me and gave me a wicked smile. 
 
    I yelped, dived back down, and pulled the covers over my head. My ears burned from embarrassment.  
 
    “Well, well, well!” he said gleefully. I whimpered under the sheets, dying. I peeked out from under the duvet. He was standing right next to the bed in the scandalously small towel. 
 
    “There was only one bath towel left and I wanted you to have it. So feast your eyes.” 
 
    I choked back a laugh and somehow wrenched my gaze away from his body up to his face. He was freshly shaved and beautiful. 
 
    Breathe. Just breathe.  
 
    My cheeks were on fire. I tried to find the words to say something, but what were words? 
 
    “Even though you sort of ruined my penance, it was worth it. What do you think?” He pulled the duvet down so he could see my face. His dimples tweaked his cheeks as he gave me a knowing smile. 
 
    I pulled it back over my head and slunk down as far as I could.  
 
    He laughed and straddled me. In his little towel. 
 
    “Hey!” I said, and I tried bucking him off me. 
 
    He pinned my arms under his weight. I was trapped. 
 
    “Feeling shy, Lana? You weren’t too shy last night.”  
 
    I squirmed under him. “Get off me!” 
 
    My furious attraction to him was now magnified a thousand times after our epic make-out session. 
 
    “First you have to answer one question,” he said. 
 
    “Fine!”  
 
    “Are all innocent little eighteen-year-olds as hot as you in bed? Because if the answer is yes, I’ve been barking up the wrong tree for a long time and I’m pissed.” 
 
    He scooted off the bed, clutching his towel around his hips. The air vibrated with possibility. 
 
    “Close your eyes now, Lana dear.” 
 
    I pulled the covers over my head and squeezed my eyes shut. He likes you. You are not just some random hookup. Stop being so insecure. 
 
    A minute later he said, “Okay, open.” When I peeked again, he was fully dressed in a fresh t-shirt and shorts. “There’s coffee and donuts on the table.” He put his hands on his hips and smirked. “You gonna get up? Or do I have to go in there and get you?”  
 
    I yawned and stretched. “I can’t believe today is our last day of driving.” I looked up at him through my eyelashes. “I sort of wish we could stay in this room all day.” Sliding out of the bed as gracefully as I could, I stood up and tugged the hem of my nightgown down. I smiled at him shyly.  
 
    A shadow flitted across his face. He pressed his lips together and knelt down to zip his bag. 
 
    “Get dressed, Lana.” Flirtatious Alexander was gone. I scowled at him behind his back and waited for him to laugh, joke with me, but he just picked up his bag and walked past me to the front door without even looking at me. What did you think he’d do? Propose marriage? 
 
    I refused to let his strange mood drain my euphoria. I gathered my things and hurried into the bathroom.  
 
    No matter what else happened between us, I was going to savor my triumph. 
 
    # 
 
    It’s an eleven-hour drive from Charleston to New York and we had gotten on the road late. Wendell had managed to find us a few gallons of gas, luckily. We didn’t talk much once I steered the Vanquish onto the highway. Our relationship had changed. Everything had changed. The Earth was orbiting the sun in a new direction. Nothing would ever be the same.  
 
    I died inside every time I looked at him. He casually let me know he was taking a nap, leaned back, and closed his eyes. I struggled to focus on driving while my brain replayed every glorious moment of the night before. How could I watch the road when my lips were still swollen from kissing and my skin felt blistered where his hands had touched me? Where his mouth had touched me? 
 
    My euphoria started to burn away under the glare of morning-after reflection. In a few days, I’d go home, see my dad, go to college, and probably never see him again. He’d go back to work, settle down with some woman twice my age. Our time together had run out. We would never be alone again the way we were on the road. Was that my first and last chance to kiss Alexander Ambrose? 
 
    He was fast asleep with his sunglasses on and his lips slightly parted. He had a slight bruise on his neck. Had I done that? I took a deep breath and fixed my eyes back on the road. There was only one choice left for me: wait for him to break my heart, or break it myself. If he brought it up, I’d tell him it was a huge mistake. 
 
    It was late afternoon when his phone buzzed. It was for him—Gretchen again. His stepsister, I reminded myself. Not his sister.  
 
    He lifted his head. He muted the call and set the phone back down. He pulled off his sunglasses, yawned, and looked at me. 
 
    “That was quite a nap,” I said. 
 
    “Didn’t get much sleep last night.” He winked at me and my cheeks burned. I squirmed in my seat and the leather squeaked. Listen, Alexander, we need to talk. Last night was a mistake. But before I could utter my carefully composed lines, Alexander said, “Maybe we should talk.” He rubbed his hands through his hair, then crossed his arms.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I could see him watching me from the corner of my eye. He reached over and grazed the back of my neck with his fingers, sending chills down my arms. 
 
    “You’re a beautiful girl, Lana.” He withdrew his hand. He turned and looked out his window. The silence in the car got deafening. My heart thudded against my chest. “And you’re a good girl. You’re probably thinking last night was a mistake. And you’d be right. I’m sorry.” I kept my hands on the wheel and focused on not driving off the road. I refused to look at him. Every muscle in my body tensed to spring. “Yeah,” I said, a little too forcefully. “It’s okay.” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “I mean, I promised your dad I’d take care of you. But not, you know, that way.” He shook his head and drummed his fingers on the arm rest. “This whole cousin thing . . . it’s complicated, right?” 
 
    “Very.” Do not drive off the road. Do not drive off the road. 
 
    “I mean, your dad would kill me, and my family . . . Well, it would be a bit of a mess.” 
 
    “Hey, what happens on the road stays on the road, right?” The surviving bits of my smashed heart struggled to pump blood to my brain. The effort to focus on driving was suddenly exhausting. 
 
    I tried to tuck my hair behind my ears out of habit, but there wasn’t enough hair. The car was suffocating. I rubbed my eyes under my sunglasses and took a deep breath, which was another mistake, since all I smelled was the heady scent of his cologne. Do not cry. Do not cry. Do not cry. 
 
    “Lana, listen: a year ago I vowed never to hurt another girl. Last night I might have taken advantage of a situation and I should have known better. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I would happily have spent the rest of my life in that hotel suite with him.  
 
    “Lana! Did you hear me?” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I said, I’m sorry. Can we please be friends? I’m scared I messed everything up. Did I?” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t need to apologize for anything. You were drinking, you hadn’t touched a girl in a year. You saw an opportunity and you took it. I could have been anyone. Gotcha.” 
 
    He stared at me, his eyes wide. His jaw clenched.  
 
    “Is that what you think?” he asked in a strained voice. I stared back at him, my face stony. He tried to touch my hand and I yanked it away. “Lana, come on! This is not about you—it’s about the fact that you are totally off-limits!”  
 
    “Then why are you even here!” I cried. “I told you before we started, I can get myself to New York. I never needed this kind of help.” A storm of tears gathered behind my eyes. 
 
    The gas light came on with a high-pitched ding. 
 
    He pointed at a sign for a rest stop at the next exit. “Get off here. We can talk better if you’re not driving.” 
 
    The exit was just ahead but I kept driving straight. I didn’t want to stop and talk to him. I couldn’t bear the idea. “Hey, what are you doing? I said to take this exit!” 
 
    “Fine!” I jerked the wheel hard right. The tires squealed. I veered onto the shoulder and barely made it off the exit ramp. 
 
    “What the hell!” he yelled, gripping the hand rests.  
 
    “I’m just doing what you told me to do!” I sped down the ramp and stopped at the intersection. It was a rural area with a sprawling gas station at a deserted intersection and thick woods in every direction. When the light turned green I smashed my foot on the gas. The car engine roared with what sounded to me like fury. I took a left turn going too fast. 
 
    “Lana! Slow down!” 
 
    I slammed on the brakes full force. We skidded and spun out in the middle of the road, right into a giant puddle I hadn’t seen. We hydroplaned to a full stop in the opposite lane, and a wave of water flew through the air outside the windows.  
 
    “Can you use your inside voice please?” I said, exasperated. “Look what you made me do.” 
 
    “Lana! Get out of the fucking road! Are you crazy?” 
 
    I deftly steered through the deep puddle like nothing had happened and made it to the gas station. I jerked to a stop in front of one of the pumps and practically kicked the door open before walking away to the bathroom.  
 
    I was so utterly sick of gas station bathrooms.  
 
    I was so utterly sick of our trip.  
 
    The filthy bathroom smelled like urine and sea water. My jubilant mood from the morning had crashed and burned, leaving me feeling empty and sick. What a giant waste of time. My stupid fantasy, my jealous over the notary, the silky gray dress I’d worn to dinner in New Orleans. Letting that frat boy at the bar flirt with me.  
 
    All lame, pathetic attempts to get Alexander’s attention. And for what?  
 
    A kiss and a diss. 
 
    I was the biggest idiot on the planet.  
 
    When I got back to the car, Alexander was hanging the gas nozzle back on the pump. “Give me the keys. I want to get to New York in one piece.”  
 
    I dug the keys out of my pocket and threw them at him as hard as I could. He caught them and glared at me. I collapsed into the passenger seat and stared out the window. He got back into the car, started the engine, and handed me a granola bar. I shook my head and stared out the window. 
 
    He started driving away from the highway down a quiet one-lane road away from the highway. I looked around, confused. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    He spoke in a low, angry voice. “To talk.” I quietly wiped a few bitter tears. 
 
    I was jealous of the Lana from the night before. I wanted to be her again. 
 
    The winding road cut through dense woods. After a few minutes, he pulled into a small parking lot surrounded by tall oaks and groves of weeping willows. There were signs pointing to a hiking trail, but there were no other cars. A soft rain thrummed on the roof. My shoulder ached and I rubbed it a little. He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Well? What is it?” I demanded. He ripped the fresh bandage off his right hand and tossed it to the floor. His eyes flicked over to my face and down my body. His lean, muscular body was relaxed, leaning back in his seat. 
 
    “Lana, if you want me to finish this trip with you, you need to stop being mad at me. Did I do something last night you didn’t want me to do?”  
 
    I just glared at him, defiant.  
 
    “Didn’t think so,” he said. “So stop acting like I did. It was a mistake—that we both made. I’m not the bad guy here.” Translation: His family is going to hate you if they know you kissed their precious boy. “I’m just telling you that as fun as that was, it’s better if it doesn’t happen again. For a million reasons. You know I’m right, don’t you?” 
 
    My heart was beating faster than ever. The windows were fogging up. I couldn’t breathe. My chest heaved. Gasping for air, I unclicked my seatbelt and shoved my door open. He yelled “Hey!” as I slammed the door behind me.  
 
    I jogged to where the trail disappeared through the trees. I was just in a t-shirt and jeans—I’d left my jacket in the car. A car door closed behind me and he yelled my name. I ran through a grove of weeping willows. Dead leaves squished under my sneakers. Long, wet willow branches raked my face. 
 
    “Lana, stop!” I turned around and he was right there, running towards me. His cheeks were flushed red and his eyes sparkled. His shirt clung to his chest and arms. He grabbed my forearms and shoved me through a thick curtain of wet willow branches.  
 
    “Go away!” I cried. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Inside the massive tree’s umbrella-shaped canopy, it was almost totally dry. The steady staccato of rain falling on the branches echoed in the space. Alexander pushed me up against the tree trunk. His tractor beams were on high. Every nerve in my body repositioned themselves to get closer to the source of all the pleasure they had so recently experienced. Heat bloomed in my stomach. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I whispered unconvincingly. 
 
    “Way too late for that. You asked me why I’m still here.” He put his hands on my cheeks and smoothed wet hair away from my face. “The truth is I’m not sorry about last night. And you’re not, either.” 
 
    I met his eyes with what I hoped was defiance and resolve. “It doesn’t matter. It won’t ever happen again. You’re right, it was a horrible mistake. One I’ll never make again.” 
 
    “I told you, I vowed never to hurt anyone again.” 
 
    “But you didn’t hurt me last night! You’re hurting me now!” 
 
    Impenetrable willow branches hung down all around us, almost to the forest floor. The light was dim but everything looked extra sharp, like I was wearing new glasses for the first time. We were in a world of our own, and there was nothing else. For now. What about tomorrow? And the next day? 
 
    He reached out and cupped my face in his hands. I pushed his hands away. “What are you doing? You just gave me a speech about how it was a mistake and this can never happen again! Make up your mind—or leave me alone.”  
 
    He groaned and grabbed onto the waistband of my jeans so I couldn’t wiggle away. “I know what I’m supposed to do. I know what I have to do. But I’m starting to realize—I can’t.” 
 
    “Can’t what?” I said, barely able to breathe. 
 
    “Stay away from you.” He pulled me towards him until our hips touched. “What do you want me to do? Just tell me.” He slid his hands up to my face. He took my chin in his hand and turned my face to his. Those gorgeous eyes burned into mine and his full lips parted slightly. He ran his thumb over my lower lip and tugged it down. My mouth went dry.  
 
    “This,” I whispered. 
 
    He knelt his head down and pressed my body into his.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I tried to sound in control but my voice was a strangled whisper. 
 
    “Giving in,” he whispered in a low growl. Then his mouth was on mine, and everything else was forgotten.  
 
    The thing about kissing him was, it was like eating and starving at the same time. Each kiss made me hungry for more. I wrapped my arms around his neck and my body slowly caught fire. It was happening again. His hands found my back, wet under my damp t-shirt, and started to slide up my body. I was lost in a haze of euphoria and wild abandon. His wet hands slipped around to my waist. The cold shocked some consciousness back into my melted brain.  
 
    “Let’s go back to the car,” I murmured. 
 
    # 
 
    He pulled a clean shirt out of his bag on the backseat and handed it to me. I used it to dry my face and hair, then I handed it back to him and watched him do the same. He balled the shirt up and tossed it into the back. His mouth twisted up into a wry smile.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad we cleared all that up.” 
 
    But it was like I’d swallowed fire. An acute ache deep down grew more insistent. 
 
    “You can’t keep doing that to me,” I said. My gaze was steady and frank. The tension in the car was a high-pitched scream only I could hear. My skin tingled under his molten gaze. His eyes narrowed.  
 
    “You mean, this?” He ran his hand down my arm. My brain ceased to function as a sentient organ. It was too busy dealing with a hurricane of dopamine and hormones. I was moving slowly and inexorably towards him and there was no stopping it, like a glacier moving towards the sea.  
 
    Both his hands found my waist and gripped it tightly. Then he pulled me onto his lap, facing him. He held my waist tight and supported me there as my knees found the seat. The low roof forced me to lean into him. His chest pressed against mine. The air in the car got superheated and the windows fogged up. Outside the rain pelted down. 
 
    “I thought this was a mistake,” I whispered. 
 
    He reached up and raked his fingers through the short hair at the nape of my neck. 
 
    “Just so I’m clear, I want to go over all the mistakes we’ll never make again. So there’s no more confusion.” 
 
    His mouth parted. I could feel his heart beating against my chest as my body melted into his. 
 
    His eyes turned dark and intense in the low light of the car. What happens on the road stays on the road. And you’re still on the road. 
 
    “First, I promise never to do this,” he said, tugging my shirt and bra strap down off my shoulder. He traced his fingers around my stitches, then kissed up my neck to my ear. I closed my eyes, my senses too flooded to speak. His fingers grazed the top of my breast and his breath hitched.  
 
    I wrapped my hands around the back of his neck and arched my back towards him. He groaned and slid his hand inside my bra. His warm palm burned my skin. 
 
    “Next, I promise I will never, ever kiss you like this.” 
 
    His mouth found mine and just like that, it was all happening again. 
 
    My reality and my fantasy had blurred in a magical, surreal, slightly terrifying way. 
 
    I stole a glance at him. He looked gorgeous—his hair was tousled and his cheeks were flushed pink. He met my eyes and I felt exposed. Not about what was happening physically—but about my feelings for him. For him, I knew whatever this was, was just physical—he hadn’t touched a girl in a year. I was convenient.  
 
    But to me, my whole heart beat to the sound of one word.  
 
    “Alexander,” I moaned, between kisses. The cut on my lip ached, but the pain was blotted out by the feeling in other parts of my body.  
 
    “Tell me to stop and I’ll stop,” he said, his voice low and ragged. 
 
    “Don’t stop.” 
 
    His hands gripped my bare waist. “What do you want me to do?” His voice had a sharp, almost brutal edge to it. 
 
    I whispered the only thing I could think of. The only thing I wanted at that moment. “Take care of me.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Okay. I can take care of you, Lana.” He was breathing hard. “Will you let me touch you?”  
 
    “You are touching me.” 
 
    “No,” he said. His hand slid down from my waist to the crotch of my jeans. He ran a finger softly down the seam of the fly. “Here.” 
 
    My eyes widened and my throat went dry. I bent my head to kiss him in silent approval. He groaned with what sounded like relief. He tugged my t-shirt up, so it was riding just under my bra. His fingers deftly unbuttoned the top of my jeans and slid the zipper down. 
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    He tugged the waistline down as much as he could around my waist, then eased his hand down the front of my pants. His fingers slipped underneath the thin elastic of my panties and then they were touching me. I pressed against him, burying my face into his neck. My breath caught as his fingers slipped inside me.  
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    I bit my lip to stop myself from crying out. The shock of the intense pleasure stunned me. I knew where this was going, but it was too late to stop it. The glacier was melting. 
 
    “Is this what you wanted, Lana? Tell me,” he said, his voice ragged. 
 
    I moved my mouth to his shoulder and leaned against it. “Yeah,” I whispered, so low I could barely hear my own voice. His incredibly talented fingers owned me. My body knew what to do, even though I didn’t. He slid his other hand up the front of my t-shirt and cupped my breast, then down to the seat of my jeans, sliding them off as far as they could go. Then he gripped me firmly by the bottom and pushed my hips down, hard, on his fingers.  
 
    It was the end of me. I gasped and arched my back as the waves of pleasure broke across me. I collapsed against his chest, trembling. How had he done that to me so easily? Again? I breathed hard against him, smelling his gorgeous scent. I was floating, dizzy with the afterglow. I fixed my pants and eased myself over the center console and collapsed into the driver’s seat. The windows and windshield were completely fogged up. 
 
    I smoothed my hair back and stole a glance at him. 
 
    “Do you . . . I mean, don’t you want me to touch you, ever?” I asked. He flashed me a smug smile. “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
     “I still have a few days left.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My penance. It’ll be a year in four days. Do you think you can find some way to survive without my body until then?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. “But . . . didn’t you break the rules last night?” 
 
    His dimples were killing me. “Maybe my penance technically doesn’t apply to second base, or whatever base that was.” 
 
    He took my chin and turned my face to his. Those eyes burned into mine. His lips parted. He ran his thumb over my lower lip and tugged it down. My stomach muscles twisted up. 
 
    I gently pushed his fingers away from my mouth so I could talk. “What about your family? The fact that we’re distantly related?” 
 
    “We’re not actually related.” 
 
    “The world doesn’t know that.” 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and sighed. “I’m starting to understand I have no choice.” He rubbed his forehead and grinned. “And maybe what our families don’t know won’t hurt them.”  
 
    Which meant—he didn’t want to stop whatever was happening between us. 
 
    But it would have to be our secret. 
 
    “Now get your seatbelt on. Let’s hit it.”  
 
    I was about to start the engine when a familiar sound made my heart stop. It was the whine of a supercar. 
 
    A Lamborghini Aventador, to be exact. 
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    Sinus Aestuum ~ Seething Bay 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alexander rubbed a clear patch in the fogged-up window.  
 
    “Do not get out.” He climbed over the console, scooted under me, and lifted me into the passenger seat. Before I had a chance to buckle my seat belt, he was backing out of the parking lot at full speed. The tires screamed when they hit the main road. “Hang on.” 
 
    He sped around a sharp curve and shot past a black Aventador heading towards us. 
 
    “How in the world did they find you?” I turned around to see if they were behind us. A plume of smoke blasted out of the rear of the Lamborghini as the driver braked hard and then made a fast U-turn.  
 
    The car inched up right behind us until I could read the license plate. SAVITCH 1.  
 
    “Go faster!” I screamed. 
 
    We rocketed threw a red light at the empty intersection by the gas station and peeled around a corner to get on the highway.  
 
    “If they found me . . . it means they found my dad!” 
 
    Alexander pressed his lips together. “Call him.” 
 
    My hands shook as I picked up my phone. Alexander told me his home number and I dialed. 
 
    It rang and rang. “No answer.”  
 
    Alexander calmly eased the Vanquish between two semis, and when we were almost past the next exit, blasted across the shoulder and down the off-ramp.  
 
    “Why are you getting off the highway?” I yelled. 
 
    “I’m losing them!” he yelled back.  
 
    The Lamborghini was nowhere to be seen. We hurtled along a narrow two-lane road headed dead east.  
 
    He picked up his phone and tried his home number, but no one picked up. 
 
    He tossed his phone down in frustration. “Your dad’s probably out for a walk or something.” 
 
    The high-pitched whine of a Lamborghini’s engine broke the tension. Alexander pulled the shifter into Turbo. The road curved and we came up to a deserted intersection. The light turned yellow as we flew under it.  
 
    Alexander sped down the road. The Lamborghini crossed into the opposing lane and came up next to us. The black paint was streaked with orange dust and dirt. I watched in horror as the tinted passenger’s window slid down. 
 
    Strawberry blond hair swirled out through the open window. Nastia waved and smiled at me. Next to her, Sergei held up his smartphone and gave me the thumbs up. Nastia slid a finger across her throat and laughed. A loud horn blared and a UPS delivery truck was barreling straight for them. I screamed. At the last second, Sergei swerved back into the lane behind us.  
 
    “Call 911!” Alexander yelled. 
 
    I’d forgotten the phone frozen in my hand. As I dialed, my fingers shook.  
 
    “911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “We’re being chased!”  
 
    “On foot?” 
 
    “In a car! By a black Lamborghini.” 
 
    “Slow down, Ma’am. A what?” 
 
    “A Lamborghini! License plate is Savitch 1.” 
 
    “Can you spell that for me?” 
 
    “S-A-V-I—” 
 
    The call failed. No service.  
 
    “Was that what’s-her-name from the Amangiri?” Alexander asked. 
 
    “Victor’s girlfriend Nastia. You’d love her.” I tightened my seat belt as the speedometer crept up to 100. 
 
    “Maybe you can introduce us one of these days,” he said. There was a rise in the road and he sped up. We got slightly airborne before the Vanquish slammed to the ground. Alexander whipped his head around in time to see the Lamborghini fly over the hill. Sparks flew as it gained on us.  
 
    I dialed 911 again. 
 
    “911 what is your emergency?” 
 
    “We need help! We’re driving north chased by a— 
 
    “East!” Alexander shouted. 
 
    “Sorry, east! We’re headed east, towards—LOOK OUT!!” 
 
    We were on a big curve in the road and came up too fast behind a slow-moving minivan. Just in time, he swerved, sped up, and passed it. I clutched the arm rest as the car jolted back onto the road. 
 
    “Ma’am, did you say you’re being chased?” 
 
    “Yes!” All the warnings from Victor not to contact the police no longer applied.  
 
    The police were the only way we were going to avoid getting killed. 
 
    “What is your location?” I scanned the roadside for a sign, any sign, but Alexander had veered onto a narrow, tree-lined country road. Shadowy woods loomed on either side. There was no sign of the Lamborghini behind us, but I could hear the faint whine of their engine. 
 
    I managed to catch the name of a street sign and relayed it to the 911 operator, but there was no response.  
 
    “I lost the call again!” He took his phone from me and shoved it in his back pocket. 
 
    Headlights flashed behind us.  
 
    The first shot sounded like a BB hitting a steel drum.  
 
    “WHAT WAS THAT?” I screamed. The rear window exploded, showering us with tiny glass pellets. Cold wind whipped through the open cockpit. Tiny bits of glass fell out of my hair and slid down the front of my t-shirt. 
 
    “I’m moving to Plan B!” 
 
    “What was Plan A?!”  
 
    “Not getting shot at. Try the police again!” 
 
    We raced through the quiet main street of what looked like a picture-perfect seaside town. Another shot plinked off the bottom of the car. The wheels wobbled and the car started to careen across the road. I watched in horror as we almost hit a bus bench sign advertising for a crab shack, but Alexander wrestled it back onto the road just in time. 
 
    “One of the tires just got shredded. When I tell you to get out, get out.” 
 
    “What’s Plan B?” I yelled. His knuckles were white as he gripped the wheel. I had a sickening realization: I was about to get him killed. I should have kept him as far away from me as possible. I’d refused to go to the police, and we were about to die. 
 
    He raced straight down the road away from the town. I smelled diesel fuel and sea water. Up ahead, dozens of white sailboats of every size were lined up in rows at a marina. 
 
    “Is that the ocean?” 
 
    “The Chesapeake Bay,” he said. 
 
    “We’re gonna run out of pavement! Where are you going?!” 
 
    The car roared down the street, veered to the right, zoomed down a ramp, and then we were inside the marina’s unlit parking lot. Three long docks jutted out into the bay, like a giant letter E. It was so dark it was hard to see where the wooden planks ended and the water began. 
 
    Behind us, the Lamborghini raced down a service road parallel to the water.  
 
    “They won’t stick around once they hear sirens.” He jerked the wheel and we headed down the center pier through a forest of sails and topmasts. On either side of us, boats bobbed on their lines. The damaged tire screamed in protest as it bounced over the rough wood. The car vibrated violently and the acrid smell of burning rubber filled the air.  
 
    Alexander stopped the Vanquish halfway down the center dock. 
 
    “Jump out and follow me. Leave the bags. We’ll hide on one of the sailboats.” 
 
    He jogged towards the end of the dock and pointed at a huge yacht. I opened the door and took a tentative step towards him when I heard the Lamborghini. It sounded like it was coming from in front of us, which was impossible.  
 
    There was nothing but the bay in front of us.  
 
    Headlights flashed on the water and the Lamborghini skidded to a stop in front of us. Unbeknownst to us, the docks looped and connected at the ends. Alexander whirled around and ran towards me, yelling, “Get back in the car! Go!” I threw myself behind the wheel, punched the ignition, pushed the shifter into reverse, and screamed at him to get back to the car. At least it would offer us some protection. 
 
    “Come on!” I yelled. He was only a few dozen feet from me. I waited, poised, with my foot hovering above the gas. Adrenaline ripped through my veins. My heart pounded so fast it hurt my ribs. 
 
    But then he stopped short.  
 
    He turned slowly to face the Lamborghini.  
 
    He stepped towards its blinding headlights. 
 
    “NO!” I screamed, my voice hoarse. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING!?” 
 
    The scissor door on the driver’s side of the Lamborghini levitated skyward. 
 
    It was hard to tell who stepped out of the car, but I heard the shot. 
 
    The bullet zinged through the air.  
 
    Alexander fell hard and rolled to the ground and didn’t move.  
 
    I screamed and didn’t stop screaming. 
 
    But he wasn’t dead. He started army-crawling to the edge of the dock. He yelled, “Go! Get out of here!” I opened the door and was about to race over to him when a bullet whizzed by my head and plinked against the hull of a sailboat behind me.  
 
    I ducked back into the car. 
 
    A figure in black walked towards Alexander. I saw his arm raise. Light from the Vanquish’s headlights glittered off the gun. 
 
    There was no way I was going to sit and watch Sergei kill Alexander. I threw the shifter back into drive and slammed my foot down on the gas. 
 
    The Vanquish instantly complied.  
 
    Sergei looked up and tried to run, but it was too late.  
 
    I closed the distance in half a second. Sergei crashed into the windshield, his gun smacking hard into the glass, then he rolled up and over the car. 
 
     I took my foot off the gas and smashed my foot on the brakes.  
 
    The ruined tire squealed and smoked. The other three tires couldn’t get a grip on the slippery wooden planks.  
 
    The Vanquish kept going, skidding and sliding forward at top speed.  
 
    I stomped the brakes again and the car went sideways and the horrible screaming of metal on wood stopped.  
 
    The vibrations ceased.  
 
    For two long seconds, the car was absolutely silent. 
 
    Because it was airborne, sailing sideways through the briny air. 
 
    I didn’t even have time to scream before it hit the water. 
 
    # 
 
    The Vanquish hit the water rear end first. My skull smacked back into the headrest and for a few horrible moments I was pinned to the seat by the force. The car bobbed in the water with its front end sticking up. Cold water rushed in through the smashed back window and surged forward. 
 
    Time slowed down. I knew I had just a few seconds to get out before the car filled and sank. I stopped screaming and obeyed commands that seemed to come from outside my head. 
 
    Unclick your seatbelt. 
 
    I unclicked my seatbelt. Then I pushed the door as hard as I could, but it wouldn’t open more than an inch. Cracking it open turned the cabin lights on. 
 
    Open the window. 
 
    Water crept up to the seats and the car tilted until it was pointing straight up. I got on my knees and felt for the window control buttons on the door. I pressed the button. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I slammed my hand down on the buttons.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I banged my fists on the window. Sea water rose to my waist.  
 
    You’re going to die. You’re going to drown in this stupid car you love so much. 
 
    It started to sink rear end first. I was about to dive down and fight through the water pouring into the shattered rear window when a side window slid down.  
 
    Then another one.  
 
    Then all four side windows were down. 
 
    I pulled myself through the nearest one, kicked once, and was free.  
 
    I made it to the surface gasping and coughing and watched the black water swallow the Vanquish until the headlights dimmed and went out. 
 
    # 
 
    I clung to a wooden piling to catch my breath and looked up. The top of the dock was at least ten feet above my head. The water under the dock was black and stank of diesel fuel. Swells up to my waist kept pushing into me. I wiped my face and tasted the metallic tang of blood in my mouth. My legs churned the water below to stay afloat. I thought I could hear sirens in the distance.  
 
    But I couldn’t make a sound. I tried to scream for help but a pathetic squeak emerged. My chest was so cold. I tried again and again. Finally, my vocal cords thawed enough to produce a real scream. 
 
    “Help! Alexander! Someone! Help!”  
 
    All I heard in response was the lapping of the waves hitting the pilings. 
 
    Hot tears and seawater stung my eyes. There was no answer from the deck.  
 
    He’s dead. They shot him. 
 
    You got him killed by dragging him into all of this. 
 
    The pain of that moment was the worst thing I had ever experienced, besides my mother’s death.  
 
    Worse than the cut on my shoulder.  
 
    Worse than my dad getting sick.  
 
    He was dead and it was all my fault. 
 
    “Lana! I’m here!”  
 
    HE WASN’T DEAD. 
 
    His voice had echoed from somewhere under the dock, but I couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Right in front of you.” My eyes adjusted and I could just make out a metal ladder extending down from the dock into the water. He was standing on the bottom rung, holding his arm out towards me. 
 
    “Jump and I’ll catch you.” 
 
    I threw myself towards the sound of his voice and sank into the foul water. Then his hand clutched my wrist and he hauled me up, then pushed me each rung until we were both back on the dock. 
 
    I crawled away from the edge of the dock on all fours, threw up, and collapsed in a heap on the splintery wooden boards, shivering uncontrollably. 
 
    “Don’t EVER do that again” he said. He cradled me in his arms and kissed my ice-cold cheeks. I vaguely registered that his clothes were soaked. His hair dripped onto me. 
 
    “Wait, where are they? Did he shoot you?” 
 
    “Lucky for me, your hitman has terrible aim.” He gently examined my forehead. “They drove off when you went airborne. Your head’s bleeding. Does anything else hurt?” 
 
    “Don’t know, too numb.” My teeth clattered together so hard they hurt.  
 
    “The good news is, this road trip’s finally over,” he said. “The bad news is, I’m missing an Aston Martin.” 
 
    His car.  
 
    I’d destroyed his car. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry! Oh my God!” I choked back sobs. The ocean breeze chilled me through my sopping wet clothes.  
 
    His eyes blazed with fury. “Are you kidding? I don’t care about the car! I thought you were dead, Lana! Why did you do that?” 
 
    “He was going to kill you! And then kill me! I had to do it! I tried to brake, but the car kept going.” 
 
    He stared at me. “That was bravest thing I’ve ever seen anyone do.” 
 
    I sat up and tried to rub the sting out of my eyes. “I’m not safe until they’re dead. You’re not either. When will they stop? When will they ever stop?” I couldn’t breathe. My chest heaved and I coughed up water. “It’s like I’m in a nightmare and can’t wake up.” 
 
    He knelt down close to me. “I know, but the nightmare’s almost over. Can you walk?”  
 
    “Yeah, but not to New York.”  
 
    He helped me to my feet. My legs trembled and I took a few weak steps. Out in the bay, the only sign there was a car in the water were the cans of Red Bull bobbing up and down on the surface.  
 
    “All our stuff. Everything’s gone. I’m so sorry.” I covered my face with my hands and sobbed. He held me while I cried and stroked the back of my head. 
 
    “Lana, you literally saved my life, so I forgive you. Add it to your tab if it makes you feel better.” His eyes searched mine and his hands slicked the wet hair away from my face. “The only thing I care about survived.” 
 
    “Wait!” I gasped and clutched my neck. “The necklace!” 
 
    He brushed the nape of my neck with his fingers and gently tugged on something. The diamond pendant emerged from the top of my soaked shirt and glittered in the night. 
 
    The sirens I’d heard got louder. The glossy white sailboats suddenly flashed red in the darkness as police cars screamed towards us. He put his arm around me and we waited. The warmth of his body helped me stay upright. 
 
    “I hope they brought a really big fish hook,” he said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Lacus Temporis ~ Lake of Time 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cops exchanged a glance over my head as I chattered. To them I was just a clueless teenage girl—what did I know about driving? Even I could hardly believe the truth. I told them the whole thing was a crazy road rage incident that started when I cut off another car. Which happened to be a Lamborghini with an angry armed driver. I only drove the Aston Martin into the bay because I got lost and confused, and put the car in drive when I meant to put it in reverse.  
 
    I couldn’t tell them the real story. I had zero doubt five minutes after the police knocked on Ramona’s door, my dad would have a bullet in his skull. The only real fix for my predicament was to pay Victor back once and for all. Testifying against killer Russian mafia assassins would not be good for my health. I’d seen enough movies. 
 
    But I still didn’t know what to do about Ramona. Could I pay her off, too? Alexander and I huddled together inside a police car under silver Mylar blankets and he texted someone on his phone. Its waterproof case had kept it alive—my phone slept with the fishes.  
 
    “I got hold of the security guy. Your dad’s fine, he’s in Glen Ellen with Cesar.”  
 
    “Good. Now find a car rental place nearby. We can still get to New York by morning.” 
 
    Alexander looked at me like I was crazy. “New York?” He shook his head. “Lana, it’s over.” 
 
    “It’s not even eleven o’clock! If we drive all night, we’ll make it by the morning!” 
 
    He stared at me dumbstruck. “I just watched you almost die. Forget New York, okay? We tried, it’s over.” 
 
    I tore off my blanket and crumpled it into a ball. “You want to quit? After all that? See ya!” I started to scramble out of the car, but he grabbed my hand. 
 
    “Just hold on.” Without another word, he jumped out of the car and walked over to the gaggle of cops. 
 
    # 
 
    The police car stopped. We were in a quaint neighborhood of tidy clapboard cottages. 
 
    “Thanks, Officer, appreciate the ride.” I climbed out of the car in a daze. Where were we? He’d refused to tell me where he’d asked the cop to take us. 
 
    “That water’s pretty deep back at that marina, might take a couple weeks to get the vehicle out,” the police man said. “We’ll call you when we do.” Alexander thanked him and shook his hand, and then we were alone on a dark street corner.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “Come on.” He wrapped his arm around my shivering shoulders and led me across the street. A dog barked in the distance. He stopped in front of an attractive white Cape Cod-style house with an elaborate garden in the front yard. A profusion of flowers in every color lined the brick path to the door. 
 
    Alexander took a deep breath and threw his shoulders back. His hand froze an inch from the doorbell. His finger shook a little. 
 
    He rang the doorbell.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He rang it again and heavy footsteps approached the door.  
 
    Finally, it swung open. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” Alexander said. “Mind if we come in?” 
 
    # 
 
    “Alex, tell me again how in the hell you parked a three hundred thousand dollar car in the bay?” 
 
    “It was me,” I said. “I did it, Mr. Parrish.” 
 
    We were huddled around the built-in table in the cozy galley kitchen of the Eleanor Rigby, Peter Parrish’s yacht. It smelled like ground coffee beans and pipe tobacco. The espresso machine on the polished chrome and wood counter steamed and hissed. Pete poured himself a mug and shot Alexander a pointed glance.  
 
    “Huh, nothing changes,” he murmured. Peter Parrish eyeballed me with an all-seeing look that reminded me of his son’s. Tractor Beams, Senior. I fidgeted nervously. “Call me Pete, Lana.” 
 
    He was Alexander’s biological father, but he could have been his older brother. His face was sun-weathered, and his hair was grayish-blonde instead of inky dark. He wasn’t as tall as his son, but he was strikingly handsome.  
 
    Even with his thick mustache.  
 
    “Your parents know where you are, honey? You need to call anybody? I’ve got a satellite phone on board.” 
 
    “My dad knows I’m with Alexander. My mother’s dead.”  
 
    He looked genuinely horrified and gave me a sad smile.  
 
    “I’m very sorry to hear that, Lana.”  
 
    “It’s okay. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    Alexander and I wolfed down turkey subs we grabbed out of the cooler Pete had packed at home and washed them down with cans of beer—Root for me, Coors for him. We’d both taken quick showers at Pete’s house while he’d prepped for an impromptu midnight cruise to New York.  
 
    On Pete’s urging, I’d changed into some of his girlfriend Vera’s clothes. I wore yoga pants, a sweatshirt with the words “Virginia is for Lovers” emblazoned on it, a navy pea coat, and pink UGG boots that were too tight. After being wet and cold for so long it was the most heavenly outfit I’d ever worn. 
 
    Alexander was in a pair of his dad’s faded Levis, a flannel button down shirt, and a sailing jacket while his other clothes hung on a line on the deck. He looked like a lumberjack. His hair was mussed and he had faint stubble on his cheeks. 
 
    “Where’s Vera again?” he asked his dad.  
 
    “Visiting her sister.” 
 
    “When are you gonna marry her?” 
 
    “Tried that once. You remember how it turned out.” 
 
    Alexander rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Storm’s moved off at least,” Pete said. “Came through last night and damaged a few boats.” 
 
    “Did you leave her tied up or did you sail out?” 
 
    “Left her in.” 
 
    “Little bit risky, Dad.” 
 
    Pete scowled. “A man needs a little risk in his life.” He made a few notes on his chart and smirked. “Do you know Vera hates the water? Gets seasick.” He shook his head. 
 
    Alexander laughed and sipped his beer. “Nobody’s perfect.” Peter looked up and glared at his son. Then he grinned. He had the same deep dimples. His eyes shot to mine. I withered a little under his glare. 
 
    “Miss Goodwin, how old did you say you were?” 
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    His eyes shot to Alexander. “I see,” he said, rubbing his chin and nodding. “Cousins, you say?”  
 
    “Well, yeah. My mother was an Ambrose,” I explained. “So technically, we are. Distant cousins.” 
 
    “My son’s not an Ambrose, so cousins is a stretch.” He tore off the chart he was marking and stood up. “We’re ready to roll. Alex, how about you show your . . . cousin her berth. She can take the captain’s quarters.” He narrowed his eyes at Alexander. “You get a bunk.” 
 
    Alexander took my hand. “Let’s go, Lana. I’m going to tuck you in nice and snug.” 
 
    “Not too snug,” Pete muttered under his breath. 
 
    I stood up and smiled at Pete. “Thank you, Mr. Parrish. I’m so grateful I don’t even know what to say.” 
 
    He looked up at me and his eyes looked a little sad. “It’s Pete. And I should thank you, Lana. I haven’t seen the boy in . . . a long time.” He turned to squint through the window at the black ocean in front of us. “Alex, take her down and then come back up. I want to talk to you.” 
 
    Alexander squeezed my hand as he led me towards the short wooden staircase. “Sure, Dad. Be right back.” 
 
    # 
 
    When we got to the bottom of the stairs, we walked down a narrow walkway to the rear of the boat. He pushed open a door and stepped outside and onto the stern. The Eleanor Rigby’s foamy wake unspooled behind us. The sea was dark and endless. The Virginia coast looked like a string of Christmas lights floating on the water. 
 
    I looked up at the inky sky to our east and gasped. 
 
    The storm had blown west, leaving a perfectly clear night in its wake. The Milky Way stretched across the Atlantic Ocean and the sky was absolutely littered with stars. 
 
    He reached for my hand and squeezed it tight. My insides quaked.  
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked. 
 
    “Nervous.”  
 
    “It’s all going to work out. You’ll see.”  
 
    “I can’t believe we’re actually going to make it,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t jinx it, we’re not there yet.” 
 
    I secretly dreaded the next phase. My rich phase. There would be no more Alexander within arms reach. Our faces were just inches away from each other and my heart fluttered under my sweatshirt. His eyes swept across my face and I tried to form words, but they were pinned to my tongue. The boat lurched over a large wave and I stumbled into him. He caught me around the waist and held me there.  
 
    One truth was clear: I wasn’t in love him because he made me lose my mind just by holding my hand. 
 
    I was in love with him because he got me help when I was hurt and bleeding. He’d agreed to drive me across the country. He’d fought a posse of drunk frat boys. He’d woken up his estranged father when all hope was lost. 
 
    He’d walked towards Sergei’s gun. 
 
    Wind whipped my damp hair in every direction. I raked my fingers through it and did my best to tame it. 
 
    “I know this has all been way more than you signed up for. So no matter what happens after tomorrow, I’ll never forget what you did for me. Although I wouldn’t blame you if you hated me after what I put you through.” 
 
    “Hate you?” His eyes softened. “I wish I hated you.” 
 
    My raw, exposed heart quivered like I’d ripped it out of my chest and handed it to him. An old question bothered me, like a pin pressing into the thin skin of a balloon: Why had he said yes to Severine? 
 
    “I think Severine made a mistake asking you to find me,” I said. “Look what I put you through.” 
 
    He dropped his arms and took a step away from me. The boat rocked and swayed and I clutched the rail. His shoulders tensed and his brow furrowed.  
 
    “You still don’t get it, do you? I’ve been trying to find you for practically my whole life! Searching for the little girl I met in the cemetery. Did you know when I ran into you that day, at Claudette’s funeral, I was hiding from Soren and Gretchen? They hated me. I was their new stepbrother. When they weren’t ignoring me, they tormented me. When you saw me, I guess I was crying, because you took my hand and said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.’” 
 
    He stared out at the sea. “Here was this little girl with freckles in a furry white coat giving me the confidence to fight back. And after that, I did.” He turned to face me with fathomless eyes as deep as the sea. “For years afterwards, I thought maybe you’d been a ghost, since you vanished that day. I always wondered who you were. When Severine called and told me about you, I figured it must have been you.” My knuckles were white as I gripped the railing. I just had scraps of memory from that day. The crunchy snowballs in my woolen gloves, the wet ice flakes on my cheeks.  
 
    “I wanted it to be you,” he said. “I hoped it was you. And that, Lana, is why I’m here.” 
 
    I stared at him, stunned. I wanted to throw my arms around him, tell him how much I loved him, that I was completely and totally in love with him. But the words dissolved on my tongue like tissue paper. I still didn’t have the courage to reveal the truth. 
 
    “Good answer,” I whispered. He cocked his head and smiled slyly.  
 
    “Now let’s go tuck you in.” 
 
    # 
 
    “Here’s your ten-second safety briefing.” He pointed to a hatch cut into the wall. “Lifejackets are stowed there.” He pointed to a lever on the wall near the doorway. “GPS emergency distress call. If we’re sinking, or some Russians show up in a floating Lamborghini, pull that lever and it alerts the Coast Guard. All boats this size have one.” 
 
    “Ay ay, Captain.” 
 
    He showed me into a cozy wooden cabin with paneled walls and a good-sized bed neatly made up with a navy-and-white comforter. There were at least a dozen pillows embroidered with anchors and starfish on the bed. 
 
    He looked around and laughed. “I haven’t been in here in years. Those pillows are new.” 
 
    “Vera must like needlepoint,” I said. “Does your dad smoke a pipe?” 
 
    “Yeah. He went full Popeye. Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I like your dad, by the way.” 
 
    “He’s mellowed with age.” 
 
    I plopped down on the bed and looked up at him. 
 
    He stood silently, staring at me. “Lana, how did you get out of that car?” 
 
    I fell silent. Chills crept up my arms. “Did you ever have problems with the windows in your car?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “The door wouldn’t open with the water pushing on it and when I pressed the window buttons, nothing happened. It was sinking, and I thought I was going to die. Then they all just . . . opened. All four of them rolled down by themselves and I swam out.” 
 
    He eased himself onto the bed next to me. “The electronics must have shorted when they got wet. Or . . . maybe someone’s looking out for you.” Yes, that. That last thing you said. That’s it. 
 
    Would he believe me if I told him how the impossible tended to happen around me? The times I was certain my ghostly godmother intervened to save me? Maybe. But I was too tired to tell him my ghost stories. 
 
    I pulled off my coat and Vera’s boots and crawled onto the bed. I stretched out on my back and put my arms behind my head. 
 
    “This bed is really comfortable.” My body ached to feel him lying next to me.  
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” he growled. 
 
    “I’m waiting for you to tuck me in.” I tilted my head and batted my eyes at him. He raised his eyebrows in surprise. Then he grabbed my foot and dragged me closer. I yelped and tried to wiggle away. 
 
    He leaned over me and pinned me down. “Haven’t I done enough for you? You totaled my car.” 
 
    “I’ll buy you a new one.” 
 
    “I’ll accept other forms of payment,” he replied in a low, mischievous voice.  
 
    We stared at each other for a long beat, and then his hands slid behind my head, pushing my face to his. He kissed me with a renewed sense of urgency. Like it was the last time. One of his hands snuck under my back and pressed my body closer. 
 
    My skin responded instantly, things tightening and hardening in the wake of his touch. It was electric.  
 
    Boots stomped across the deck overhead and a voice call out, “Alex! Get your ass topside!” 
 
    We broke apart. “Coming, Pops!” he called out. His eyes burned into me. His finger traced a lazy circle on my cheek. 
 
    “What am I going to do with you, Lana?” His eyes sparkled. 
 
    Do anything you want. Do everything you want. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” I said. He grinned and scooted off the bed. In that snug little cabin, I drifted to sleep on dreams of Alexander Ambrose in my everloving arms. 
 
    # 
 
    I wiggled into Vera’s size XS pencil skirt and pulled on her blazer over my own tank top. I had to squeeze my feet into her flats, which were half a size too small, but I’d survive.  
 
    I had no wallet, no purse, no watch, no belongings. I combed my hair with my fingers and sighed. 
 
    I didn’t look like the heir to a glorious fortune. I looked like a tired teenager in a grown woman’s clothes. 
 
    Except for the diamond dove hanging around my neck. 
 
    “Lana, five minutes!” Alexander yelled from outside the cabin door. 
 
    I peeked out the porthole.  
 
    The Manhattan skyline shimmered in the bright morning sun. 
 
    # 
 
    We tied up at the 79th Street Boat Basin, a small pier jutting into the Hudson River. The sun was up and the warm June morning sparkled with promise. Sleek white yachts and some long speed boats were docked there. One of the yachts had a helipad on its deck. I watched from the deck as a small black helicopter landed on it. Hurricane-force winds whipped the water and an older man in a sleek black suit, slim leather briefcase, and huge mirrored sunglasses emerged and hurried towards the steps leading up to the street. 
 
    “Welcome to New York City,” Alexander said. “Thanks again, Dad.” 
 
    Pete clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Listen to me—you call me, okay?” 
 
    “I will, Dad.” 
 
    “You promise this time?” 
 
    Alexander wrapped his arms around Pete. “I promise. Say hi to Vera.” He stepped over to the ladder and looked at me. “Ready, Lana?”  
 
    I glanced at his father. Pete shook my hand and then pulled me in for a hug. “Good luck, Miss Lana Goodwin.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll never be able to thank you for what you did.” 
 
    “My pleasure. Next time we’ll take a day cruise, okay?” He winked at me. 
 
    “Please thank Vera for the clothes,” I said. “I’ll send them back to her when I can.” 
 
    He grinned at me. “Keep them. I got Alex back, Lana. Small price to pay.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Lacus Somniorum ~ Lake of Dreams 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We climbed the rough stone steps that led up to the street from the marina.  
 
    And then, finally, at long last—Manhattan. Cabs, people on bicycles, buses, and pedestrians packed the streets and sidewalks. 
 
    “Where do we need to go?” 
 
    “57th and Fifth.” 
 
    “Can we walk?” 
 
    He looked at me like I’d ask him to carry me on his back. Right on cue, a slick black limo pulled up in front of us. The driver hopped out and pulled the door open for us. 
 
    Off my look of amazement, Alexander grinned and said, “Get used to it, heiress.” 
 
    # 
 
    My stomach churned. I had imagined my arrival in New York much differently. I’d pictured getting to campus in August, meeting my roommate, stressing about how I was going to pay for my books. 
 
    I had not pictured cruising through midtown in a limo sitting next to someone like Alexander Ambrose.  
 
     “I’ll try to find us a place to stay tonight. I got like three hours sleep.” He got on his phone and made a call. “A suite? That’s fine. We should be checking in this afternoon.” Chills broke out all over my body. A suite. He ended the call and gave me a sly smile. “Is a suite okay with you? It’s all they had.” I looked at him, confused.  
 
    “But . . . you don’t need to stay with me anymore. Wouldn’t you rather stay at your family’s apartment?” I asked.  
 
    He reacted with horror. “The townhouse? Are you kidding? Gretchen and Roy are staying there right now. But if you’d rather be alone, I can stay at a different hotel.” 
 
    “It’s fine!” I almost shouted. “I mean,” I said softly, “I don’t mind.” 
 
     “Good.” He flipped his tractor beams on and my stomach dropped. The look in his eyes was like molten heat and my body responded instantly.  
 
    But I was also terrified. Our trip was over. As soon as he got back to his normal life, he’d forget about his little flirtation with me. The limo bounced over a speed bump. Alexander’s eyes didn’t leave mine.  
 
    He is going to break your heart and crush it into little pieces. You think you’ll ever be more than his roadside distraction? What will his family do when they find out you seduced your own cousin?  
 
    I cleared my throat. “So, no one can know about what happened on the road, right? I mean, if your parents or your sister found out about you and . . . me?” 
 
    Alexander regarded me coolly. The divider between the back seat and the driver slid up and clicked shut. 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure.” 
 
    “Well, now that we’re here, I think it’s probably best if . . . .” I bit my lip and willed myself to continue. “We’re just friends.” 
 
    He unleashed a blazing grin and ran his hand up my arm to my shoulder. “We are friends.” He reached over and grabbed one of my feet. He slid Vera’s flat off and gently stroked the top of my foot. Heat rose up my neck to my face. I fought the overwhelming urge to push him down on the seat and throw my arms around him.  
 
    “I know you’re worried about my family, but, I promise, what they don’t know won’t hurt them.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about you hurting them.” 
 
    His smiled faded. “Oh.” His hand stopped stroking my foot. “You’re worried I’ll hurt you?” His face fell. “Don’t you know anything about me by now?” 
 
    He dropped my foot and started out the window. What I wanted to say was, I am madly in love with you, and you’re not in love with me and never will be.  
 
    But I’d offended him somehow.  
 
    I bent down to slip my shoe back on. I wanted to look anywhere but at him. We were on Broadway and the streets were jammed with cars and trucks. I was grateful for the spacious, air conditioned limousine.  
 
    It was my carriage taking me to the ball. 
 
    But at my ball, there would be no happily ever after with Prince Charming. 
 
    “Lana, I’ll do whatever you want. You want to be friends, fine. It’s up to you,” he said.  
 
    I did not want to be his friend. 
 
    My cheeks burned. Sweat pricked my skin under the wool skirt.  
 
    The driver turned to drive through Central Park and traffic slowed to a crawl. I wiped the glass clear so I could look outside. We were on a curving road that cut through the park. A cop right outside my window directed traffic around what looked like a massive construction project in the middle of the road.  
 
    Alexander checked his watch. “Think you can walk the rest of the way, buddy? If we stay here, we’ll be late, old pal.” 
 
    I scowled. I’d gotten my way. We were officially just friends.  
 
    I’d won.  
 
    But he’d agreed too fast. He hadn’t even objected! A pitiful object the same shape and size as my heart was getting ripped to ribbons in my chest. 
 
    I swallowed hard and tugged my skirt down. “Let’s go.”  
 
    He spoke the driver, who pulled over. Then we were out of the limo, blinking in the bright sun. We dashed through the line of stopped cars and headed for a bike path leading through the grass. It was still early, but the air was already humid and warm. 
 
    He checked his watch again. “We better run.” He smiled. “You like going fast, right?”  
 
    “I bet I’m faster,” I said. 
 
    I raced off down the path. My leg muscles burned, but it felt good after all those days in the car, cooped up in hotels. Even in Vera’s too-snug flats. I tugged her skirt above my knees so I could run properly. We jogged past mothers pushing strollers, people on roller blades, and police on horseback. When we finally stopped at a pond filled with toy boats, I was gasping for air. He wasn’t even winded. Then I looked around and got hit with an intense wave of déjà vu. Had I been to this part of Central Park before?  
 
    It looked so familiar.  
 
    Then I remembered the dreams. The old lady on the park bench by a pond. Piercing the balloon with a long pin. The golden key in her palm. 
 
    “I know this place,” I said, between breaths.  
 
    “Maybe your mom took you here as a kid. Georgette and Claudette lived just a few blocks up Fifth.” He looked at his watch. “It’s 9:05. Race you!” 
 
    We raced up a hill out of the park and then we were running down Fifth Avenue, dodging startled pedestrians. Finally, just south of the park, he stopped in front of a tall, imposing glass-and-stone building. 
 
    My toes throbbed. I tugged my skirt back down and adjusted my blazer. 
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    He pushed the swinging glass doors open. In the enormous lobby, the air conditioning was turned up to North Pole. I waited, shivering, while Alexander picked up two name tags at the security desk. He beckoned me over to a bank of gold elevators. 
 
    He grinned and bounced from foot to foot as we waited. Inside, he smashed his fist on the button for the 48th floor. He handed me a name tag sticker that said GUEST and I smoothed it down onto my jacket.  
 
    I caught a look at myself in the mirrored door, combed my wild hair with my fingers, and tugged my skirt lower again. Sweat dripped down my scalp and underneath my tank top. I smelled like sea salt and diesel fuel.  
 
    “I do not look like an heiress.” He, meanwhile, looked absolutely ravishing—his face was glowing and the hair at his neck was wet and dark with sweat.  
 
    The elevator swooshed skyward.  
 
    He stepped towards me. “True. You look more like a teenage goddess.” My stomach convulsed and goosebumps broke out on both my arms. Friends. You’re just friends now.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “Hey, there’s one more thing you need to know. I probably should have told you this earlier—” 
 
    The elevator stopped and a crowd of chattering people pushed in. One was holding a huge bunch of blue and silver balloons with the words “Happy Graduation” printed on each of them. The elevator stopped a few floors up and the crowd piled out. The second the doors shut, I turned to him.  
 
    “Oh no. What?” 
 
    “Well, you know how there are probably going to be other Ambroses in this meeting besides me and you?” A strange smile played on his lips.  
 
    “Yes?” He’d told me other people might want to contest Georgette’s will, so that wasn’t a total surprise. 
 
    “Well, the thing is,” he continued, “they have no idea we’re coming. That you’re coming. Because my family doesn’t know I found you.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I reeled backwards and shook my head in disbelief. “WHAT!” 
 
    “Severine didn’t want anyone to know. We’re going to surprise them together.” 
 
    Blood rushed to my cheeks. I was a SURPRISE? This was a SURPRISE PARTY? 
 
    “HOW could you not tell your family I was coming?! They’re going to hate me now!”  
 
    “Trust me,” he pleaded. “It was the only way.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you didn’t tell them.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my call.”  
 
    “I think I might throw up.” I grabbed the brass handrail to steady myself. The floor lurched under my feet and my stomach flopped.  
 
    “Says the girl who survived a stabbing, a car chase, and a near drowning. You’re going to be fine.” The elevator slowed and stopped. “We’re here.” 
 
    I stepped into the hushed, carpeted hallway in a daze. Had he set me up? Or was this really the only way to do it? Why had Severine not wanted his own family to know?  
 
    So many questions. And no time for answers. 
 
    A set of dark double doors faced us. Inside, a huge, crescent-shaped reception desk sat in front of a large polished mahogany wall. BANNISTER & BAINES ATTORNEYS AT LAW was etched in gold on the wall. Alexander walked up to the receptionist, an older woman with short cropped gray hair.  
 
    “Good morning! I’m Alexander Ambrose. We’re a bit late, sorry. Took forever to park the yacht.” The woman raised a single eyebrow. “We’re here for the probate meeting regarding the Ambrose estate, if that helps.” 
 
    She flicked her eyes to me. Her face betrayed no emotion. 
 
    “Mr. Ambrose, yes. Monica will show you to the conference room.” She signaled for a younger woman standing to the side. “Monica, east conference room please.” 
 
    Monica, a prim brunette with glossy straight hair to her shoulders took one look at Alexander and blinked. 
 
    “Right this way, Sir,” she said.  
 
    Monica led us through a long hallway lined with offices. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in a window as we walked. My hair was sticking up in the back and my face shined with perspiration. I smoothed my hair down again and blotted my cheeks with the backs of my hands. Then I remembered I was about to be richer than everyone in the office combined. I threw my shoulders back. Time to stop caring what people think of you. You’re Georgette’s heir! Act like it for once. 
 
    But I couldn’t stop trembling. Alexander seemed to sense my nerves and quietly slid his arm through mine. Grateful, I held on and willed myself not to faint. 
 
    Monica rushed us down a long, carpeted hallway and through two sets of heavy wooden doors. Finally she led us in to a small antechamber and spoke to the young, well-dressed man parked at a desk. The small room was lined floor-to-ceiling with leather-bound law books. I could hear voices on the other side of yet another set of double doors.  
 
    The young man picked up a phone and spoke in hushed tones. 
 
    “They’ve just started,” Monica explained. “Gregory is just letting Mr. Bannister know you’ve arrived.” Monica threw Alexander the same look I’d seen many women give him on the road.  
 
    Like a hungry lioness eyeing a wounded gazelle. 
 
    “So, you’re Miss Ambrose’s . . . grandson?” she asked him.  
 
    “No, she was my great-great-aunt. I’m just here on behalf of her sole heir.” 
 
    Monica’s eyes widened. “Oh? Who’s that?” 
 
    “A girl named Lana Goodwin. She’s the one Georgette left everything to.”  
 
    Monica looked confused. Alexander looked over at me grinning. She slowly swiveled her head to look at me.  
 
    “You’re Lana Goodwin?”  
 
    I nodded awkwardly. She examined my face and laughed. “If you don’t mind me saying so, you look nothing like your mother.” 
 
    Bewildered, I asked, “How do you know what my mother looked like?”  
 
    Monica narrowed her eyes. “I showed her to this conference room fifteen minutes before you got here.”  
 
    “What are you talking about!” I snapped. 
 
    Monica’s eyes darted from mine to his. “Well, your mother told us you weren’t coming, so she flew in as your representative. Is there a problem?”  
 
    Gregory hung up the phone and nodded to Monica.  
 
    “No, no problem,” Alexander said quickly.  
 
    “Then please go right in,” Monica said crisply, before turning and walking out. 
 
    Alexander muttered a curse under his breath. I tried to step back, away from the conference room door, but my legs had grown roots into the carpet.  
 
    “I can’t do this.”  
 
    He put his hands on my shoulders and whispered in my ear. “Listen to me. Ramona doesn’t know you’re here! She thinks you didn’t make it. Let’s go give her the surprise of her life. You are the only one who matters today. Remember who you are!” 
 
    Gregory buzzed us in.  
 
    “Showtime, Lana.”  
 
    I took a deep breath and pushed the heavy door open. 
 
  
 
  



 Part Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot tell how Eternity seems.  
 
    It sweeps around me like a sea. 
 
      
 
    —Emily Dickinson 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Lacus Odii ~ Lake of Hatred 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Breathtaking views of Manhattan glittered through the glass walls of the spacious conference room. Six heads swiveled to stare at us. I jumped when I heard a high-pitched shriek. A woman with glossy waves of honey-colored hair and bee-stung lips that looked too full to be real clapped a hand over her mouth.  
 
    I knew right away who she was.  
 
    “Roy, look who’s here!” Gretchen Ambrose pushed herself away from the conference table where she had been sitting next to a nice-looking bald man with twinkly eyes. She sauntered over to us and planted a huge kiss on his cheek. She wore a sheer white blouse with a black bra showing through it and sleek leather pants. “Dad said you were on vacation, but no one knew where! What are you DOING here?” She looked him up and down. “And what the hell are you wearing?” 
 
    “Our bags got lost, had to borrow some clothes from a friend.” 
 
    I felt another set of eyes on me. If Ramona was surprised to see me alive, she didn’t show it. She had a bruise above her eye and a small Band-Aid over it. She leaned over to chat with the young, slim man in a sleek black suit sitting next to her. She nodded at something he said and he scribbled a note and passed it to her. She whispered something in his ear. He crumpled the paper and slid it into his pocket.  
 
    A cool, papery hand clasped my arm. I looked down at a petite, elegant older woman with bright brown eyes. 
 
    “Lana? I am Severine!” Her French accent was thick and lilting. She wore her long gray hair in an elaborate bun. “At last we meet!” She embraced me and left soft kisses on each of my cheeks. “La colombe?” she whispered in my ear. “The dove. You have it?” 
 
    “Oui.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand and patted it. “Très bien!” 
 
    Behind me, Alexander cleared his throat. “Gretchen, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.” 
 
    Gretchen finally took a good look at me. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, and gave her an awkward wave.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    Alexander replied, “Gretchen, meet Lana Goodwin, of the Glen Ellen Goodwins. Georgette’s heir.” 
 
    Gretchen’s mouth dropped. 
 
    The dapper old man sitting at the head of the gleaming mahogany table cleared his throat. 
 
    “Glad you could join us, Miss Goodwin. Won’t you all sit down?” He looked like he was at least eighty, with a face like a wizened hawk, a bald head, and white tufts of hair sprouting behind his ears. He wore a bright red bow tie and matching suspenders. There was a tall stack of manila folders balanced on the table in front of him. 
 
    Severine and Gretchen returned to their seats. Alexander pulled a deep leather chair out for me and I gratefully eased myself into it.  
 
    I felt six sets of eyes on me like hot lasers beams. 
 
    The old man addressed me directly, staring down at me through the reading glasses at the tip of his nose. “My name is Bernard Bannister, and I am the trustee and executor of Georgette Ambrose’s estate. I was her attorney for many years. You are Miss Lana Rose Goodwin? Daughter of the late Tanith Ambrose Fremont?” Ice-cold prickles raced across my skin as I nodded solemnly. “Well, you’ve certainly convinced Severine you are,” he said. “We will of course need to prove you are who you claim to be.” He peered at me intensely and started chuckling. “I may get in trouble if I hand four hundred million dollars to an imposter, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    All the air left the room. He shuffled the papers in front of him and weaved his fingers together. The faint noise of sirens and horns from the street filtered up to the room. Sunlight blazed through the windows, turning the glossy table into a mirror. I gripped the seat of my chair with both hands and sat up as straight as I could. 
 
    Bannister continued. “Because, my dear, if you are indeed Miss Lana Goodwin, daughter of Tanith Fremont, you are the sole heir to her deferred fortune—and to Georgette’s estate.” 
 
    The silence in the room felt like screaming. My eyes never left Bannister’s face, but my cheeks burned. You. He’s talking about you. This is real. 
 
    Bannister cleared his throat laboriously. “Also present today is Lana’s adoptive mother, Mrs. Ramona Crawford, and her attorney, Mr. James Borquist.” With some effort, I raised my eyes to look back at her.  
 
    “Former stepmother, actually,” I said loudly.  
 
    Ramona ignored me. “Lana darling, I’m so happy you made it. We weren’t sure if you would, so Mr. Bannister said it was fine for me to attend on your behalf.” 
 
    Ramona’s lawyer regarded me like I was a bug he planned to squash. His dark blonde hair was slicked back with so much gel it looked like dried spaghetti glued to his temples. 
 
    Mr. Bannister continued. “Also present is Gretchen Ambrose, great-great-niece of the deceased, and her fiancé Mr. Roy Faraday. Also present is the great-great-nephew of the deceased Alexander Ambrose, and Madame Severine Tremblay, Georgette’s former caretaker.” 
 
    Alexander turned to look at Gretchen. “Where’s Soren?”  
 
    Gretchen rolled her eyes. “Think he cares about this stuff?”  
 
    “What about Mom and Dad?”  
 
    “They’re in Italy.” Gretchen’s deep blue eyes flicked to mine. “So you’re our cousin or something?” 
 
    “Uh, distant cousin,” I said. 
 
    “Welcome to the family!” Roy cried. Gretchen shot him a stern look. 
 
    “How old are you, Lana?” she asked. 
 
    “Eighteen.” Gretchen’s eyes widened. “I just graduated from high school.” 
 
    She exchanged a look with Roy, then glanced over at Alexander. “How’d you get involved in this?” 
 
    Alexander’s eyes flitted to Ramona. Ramona’s jaw clenched imperceptibly. “Severine called me. She wanted my help, and I said yes.” 
 
    Gretchen’s bright blue gaze seemed to penetrate my skin, burning through my muscle until it hit bone. I grinned and shrugged, which threw her off. She shook her head and addressed her brother. “You never say no, do you?” I sensed Alexander tense next to me. “Lana, how did he find you? We all thought Tanith disappeared years ago.” 
 
    Severine spoke up in lilting English. Her lined face beamed with joy. 
 
    “Alexander hired a private investigator! Lucky for us, even though Tanith changed her name, she did not change her birthday. It was right there on her gravestone!”  
 
    Severine’s letters in the little blue envelopes. Ramona had hidden so many from me. She’d never wanted me to know the truth. 
 
    “Tanith was a lot better at hiding when she was alive,” Roy said. “But why is her last name Fremont and not Ambrose? Someone help me out with this.” 
 
    Severine spoke up. “Tanith’s father, Bart Fremont, was Claudette’s only son, from a brief marriage. Bart was your maternal grandfather, Lana.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d spent hours in front of Bart and Caroline’s grave. Bannister turned to me and peered through his spectacles. “I was friends with your grandfather at Harvard, Miss Goodwin. By all accounts Claudette doted on him as a child. She and Bart spent every Saturday at the boat pond in Central Park, if memory serves.” He looked away from me and addressed the room. “Bart and his wife died tragically when Tanith was a child and as you all know, she was sent to live in the Fifth Avenue apartment with her grandmother Claudette and her great-aunt Georgette.” 
 
    Roy let out a low whistle. “What a story.” 
 
    I knew all the details. A grape truck had hit Bart’s car on the winding road from Sonoma to Napa, killing them instantly and orphaning my mother. 
 
    Bannister peered at me again. “Tanith was a beautiful child, Miss Goodwin. You take after her. She was the light of Claudette’s life, you know. Claudette never understood why she ran off.” 
 
    “The baby.” Ramona turned to Mr. Bannister. “After her baby died, she wanted a fresh start.”  
 
    Gretchen’s eyes widened. “That’s so sad! How do you know that?” 
 
    Ramona caught my eyes. I held my breath as she spoke. “We were college friends.” 
 
    Gretchen stared at her blinking. Finally Roy spoke up. “Is that how you came to be Lana’s stepmother?” 
 
    Ramona opened her mouth to speak, but I beat her to it. “Ramona married my father a few years after my mom died. The marriage didn’t last.” I met her glare with a triumphant smile. 
 
    The mood in the room turned awkward, but Ramona just shrugged.  
 
    “Life is full of coincidences, isn’t it?” she purred. “My first husband was building a house in the hills outside Sonoma. He loved the area. Much more than I do. I ran into Tanith—Annie—purely by chance in town one day. She made me swear not to reveal her secret. She seemed very happy in her new life. After her tragic death, John and I became close.” She shot me a piercing look. “How is your father, dear?” Her strange smile widened and her eyes shifted to Alexander. “I hear he is recovering nicely at your apartment.” 
 
    Under the table, Alexander took my hand and squeezed. His face betrayed no emotion. But if she knew where he was, he was in danger. It was an implied threat—if I told anyone she was involved in sending Russian gangsters to kill me, my dad would get the Arkady treatment.  
 
    And if anything happened to me, she’d claim my net worth. 
 
    Which was about to increase slightly.  
 
    “He’s fine. Much better.” 
 
    Gretchen looked from me to Ramona and then back to me. “Wait, she married your dad? But . . . never told you your mom’s real name?” 
 
    Hearing a stranger instantly pinpoint the core lie of my childhood was humiliating. White hot anger arced through my body. 
 
    Ramona bristled. “Miss Ambrose, it’s much too complicated to discuss in detail here. Tanith and I had been friends for many years. She begged me not to tell a soul—including her daughter and husband. She never wanted them to know anything about her past. Should I have betrayed that trust?” She smiled coldly and drummed her long red nails on the table. Bannister cleared his throat loudly.  
 
    “I suggest we move on.” He took a thick folder off his stack, flicked it open with a pencil, and slowly shuffled through the papers. “Georgette specified Tanith Fremont’s daughter as her heir. Lana is obviously also entitled to her mother’s fortune, which she forfeited. Unfortunately, none of the information proffered so far answers the central question: Are you, Lana Goodwin, who you represent yourself to be?” He looked out at the group. “Is she the biological daughter of Tanith Ambrose Fremont?” 
 
    Alexander spoke up. “Yes. We located Lana’s original birth certificate, but there was a delay getting a copy at the registrar’s office.”  
 
    Ramona’s lawyer set his glossy black briefcase on the table and lifted the lid. He pulled a piece of paper out and waved it in the air. “Actually, I have a copy of Lana’s original birth certificate here.” He held it up and slid it across the table to Mr. Bannister. 
 
    Alexander whispered, “How did he get that? It took us weeks to track that down.” 
 
    He examined the paper. “The mother is listed as Annie Goodwin. How do we know this Annie Goodwin is Tanith Fremont?” 
 
    Borquist pulled another document from his briefcase. “Because we also obtained copies of Tanith’s original name change petition, filed in the city of Sonoma, California in 1996, and both Social Security cards. The names are different, but the numbers match.” 
 
    He handed everything to Bannister. Secret documents that would determine my fate were casually passed around a table.  
 
    Ramona hid it from you. All of it. 
 
    “And finally, Mr. Bannister, I have the adoption paperwork that proves Lana is legally Ramona Crawford’s daughter, and remains so to this day.” He pulled out a thick, worn-looking brown envelope and dropped it in the middle of the table. It landed with a thud, blowing other papers into the air. 
 
    I realized with a chill that Ramona had gone to great lengths to prepare for this meeting. And not out of kindness.  
 
    She had assumed I’d never get to New York.  
 
    Bannister opened the thick brown envelope and pulled out a large photo. He looked at it and smiled. 
 
    “You are her twin, Lana.” He held the photo up to the room. I stared in horror. It was one of the photos that had hung in frames down the central hallway of my little house. Me and both my parents, taken on the front steps. 
 
    Bannister looked over at me. “I do believe you, Lana Goodwin, are the daughter of Tanith Ambrose Fremont. Does anyone else have anything to add?” 
 
    “What about a DNA test?” Roy asked.  
 
    “Will you agree to an exhumation of the body?”  
 
    “What?” I practically shouted. “No!” 
 
    Severine raised her hand. “Please, Bernard, read Georgette’s statement. The one she dictated to me before she died.” 
 
    Bannister hesitated, then pulled a delicate airmail envelope from one of his files. He removed a small square of paper and squinted down at the page. “Ah, it’s in French.” 
 
    Severine piped up. “I will read it.” He handed it down one side of the table.  
 
    “Severine, why does Georgette speak French?” I asked.  
 
    Severine smoothed the crinkly note on the table in front of her. “Her mother was French, and the sisters had a French governess. They spoke to each other only in French. After Claudette died, it was like she forgot English. Among other things.” 
 
     She removed a pair of slim reading glasses from her black leather bag and set them on her nose. She picked up the note and translated it.  
 
    “I, Georgette Livia Ambrose do swear that Lana Goodwin, daughter of Tanith, is my sole heir and heir to her mother’s property. She is the bearer of the Dove of Justice, which is how you will know her. Whoever bears the dove is my rightful heir.” 
 
    I gasped. How could she have known I would find it?  
 
    “La colombe, Lana!” Severine beamed at me. “Now at last you understand.” I felt the full weight of the pendant pulling on its chain under my tank top. 
 
    “Can someone tell me what she’s talking about?” Gretchen asked.  
 
    “La colombe. It means dove.”  
 
    “Your mother had a pet bird?” Roy asked. 
 
    Severine spoke up in a firm voice. “Claudette gave Bart’s wife a special necklace as a wedding gift. Tanith kept it hidden for Lana.” 
 
    Violent chills swept through me. No one knew it had been hidden—no one but me and Georgette. She gave me a coy smile and said, “Show us the dove, Lana!” 
 
    Everyone froze.  
 
    Ramona’s eyes narrowed and the lines around her mouth deepened. She’d sent Victor and his thugs to look for it at my house. When they couldn’t find it, they’d torched the house. I slowly lifted the chain over my head and held the necklace up for everyone to see. 
 
    Severine’s eyes shined. “Voila la colombe! Only the true daughter of Tanith Fremont would know where she hid the necklace! It is the only proof Georgette needed.” 
 
    Bannister held his hand out. I passed the necklace to Alexander, who handed it to the lawyer. Bannister plucked the dove out of the air with two fingers and examined it carefully. 
 
    “This is the Dove of Justice? Marie Antoinette supposedly owned it once.” 
 
    Severine nodded. “It is indeed. And—it has a twin.” She opened her handbag and pulled out a long black velvet box. She gently placed the box on the table. Everyone watched in awe as her fingers poised above it. A collective gasp went up as she opened the box. Nestled in the black velvet was another dove—a perfect twin of my pendant. Severine lifted it up by its chain. 
 
    “Claudette preferred earrings, so she had Cartier to make a replica. They were turned into pendants at some point.” 
 
    Roy laughed. “Why have just one priceless diamond when you can have two, right?” 
 
    Severine looked at me with a sly smile on her face. “Claudette gave Bart the original. She kept the copy for herself.”  
 
    Ramona narrowed he eyes at me. “Lana, where did your mother keep the dove? I’m sure we’re all curious.” 
 
    Severine gave me a strange look. Chills swept over my legs and arms. “Buried next to her parent’s grave. But she left me a map.” 
 
    Someone passed me the box with the copied dove. Each bird’s body was crafted with a huge oval-shaped diamond, cut with a thousand bevels. The wings, tail, and head were inlaid with hundreds of tiny white diamonds. Each dove clutched a tiny golden twig in its silver talons with three teardrop-shaped jewels hanging off the end of it like leaves.  
 
    But the original dove had an emerald for an eye. The copy had a bright red ruby eye. 
 
    “They’re the same—except for the eyes,” I said.  
 
    Severine nodded. “I believe they wanted a way to tell which was which. You can have them turned back into earrings if you like.” I stared at her. “Lana, don’t you understand? They’re both yours!”  
 
    What was I going to do with all these priceless jewels? I didn’t even own a pair of shoes that fit. 
 
    Bannister cleared his throat. “Miss Goodwin, perhaps you would like the firm to store it in our safe until you get settled?” 
 
    I slid the velvet box to Mr. Bannister. “If you wouldn’t mind, please store this one for me. I’ll hang on to mine.” I slipped the chain with my emerald-eyed dove back over my head. I’d been through a lot with my little Dove of Justice—and I needed all the justice I could get. 
 
    Alexander looked at Bannister. “Well? Do we all agree that this is the real Lana Goodwin?” No one spoke. Finally, Roy grinned. 
 
    “She sure as hell looks like Tanith. I vote yes.” 
 
    Gretchen rolled her eyes. “We don’t vote, Roy.” 
 
    Bannister took off his reading glasses, pulled a red silk handkerchief out of his jacket, and started cleaning his glasses. “Based on today’s meeting, I think we can assume she is the provisional heir. Unless the family has any objections?” 
 
    I looked around the room. Gretchen was frowning.  
 
    “No objections, Mr. Bannister.” Alexander’s voice was like cold steel. 
 
    “Very good,” Bannister continued. “I am releasing an initial fund to Miss Goodwin to help her make arrangements as she sees fit. The full fortune will be approved for transfer in the coming weeks as long as all these documents are confirmed.” 
 
    “Is it the number we discussed, Mr. Bannister?” Alexander asked. 
 
    Bannister’s eyes twinkled. “I found your proposed number inadequate, Mr. Ambrose. So I raised it. Miss Goodwin will have five million dollars available for her use within 24 hours. Is that all right with you?” His eyes peered at me, his lips twitching like he was trying to hide a smile. 
 
    Alexander elbowed me under the table. I nodded blankly. It felt like the building was swaying under my feet. Five million dollars. Five million dollars. Five million dollars.  
 
    He continued. “Once the entire fund transfer is approved, we can discuss how you’d like it invested and what kind of monthly distributions you’ll require. It’s a rather large sum—“ 
 
    “I’ll say,” Roy said, chuckling. 
 
    Bannister stared at him disapprovingly. “Moving forward, all matters will be discussed with the beneficiary in private. Thank you all for coming. Oh, and Mrs. Crawford, thank you for all these documents. You have been instrumental today.” 
 
    Ramona’s red lips curled up in a cold smile. “I wanted to do everything in my power to make sure my daughter receives exactly what’s coming to her. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to catch a flight. Your sisters send you their love, darling.” She blew me a kiss as she and her lawyer swept out of the room.  
 
    My blood froze in my veins. 
 
    What was coming to me? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Lacus Doloris ~ Lake of Sorrow 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS OVER. The elevator swooshed down and I held onto the rail for support. Gretchen and Roy chatted with Alexander and I had an opportunity to observe her more closely. Her legs were at least twice as long as mine. I knew she was in her early thirties, but she looked younger. Maybe it was the unnaturally full lips. 
 
    She shook her long caramel waves and smiled at me. “If you need anything while you’re in town, let me know.” I tucked non-existent hair behind my ears. 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with all that money, kid?” Roy asked. 
 
    “I honestly don’t even know what to say. This all feels like a dream.” 
 
    Gretchen looked at Alexander. “Dinner tomorrow?” She eyed him up and down. “If you can find a change of clothes, that is. Are you guys staying with us at the townhouse?” 
 
    Alexander shook his head. “I wanted to give you lovebirds your space. We’re at the Pierre.” 
 
    Gretchen laughed. “Slumming, I see.” 
 
    Roy grinned. “Don’t spend that money all in one place.”  
 
    When we got outside, I blinked in the bright sunshine. Hordes of people streamed up the sidewalk. Sirens blared from somewhere and a jackhammer drilled asphalt across the street. My stomach growled and my toes throbbed.  
 
    Gretchen and Roy headed towards the town car and Alexander called out, “Wait—Gretchen, I have one favor, actually. Lana’s going to need some clothes.” I groaned. Not again. “So if you’re free tomorrow during the day . . . ” 
 
    She grinned at me. “Meet me in front of Bergdorfs at noon.” She got into her town car and it pulled out into traffic.  
 
    Alexander put his hand under my chin and tilted my head up to his. “You okay?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    I felt a gentle tap on my elbow. Severine materialized at my side. “Lana, may you come with me?” 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    “Home. I want to show you where your mother grew up.” 
 
    # 
 
    “This was her room. Georgette kept it just the way she left it.” We’d finished a lunch of baguette, paté, cheese and salad and Severine was giving me a tour of the apartment. It took up two floors of a spectacular stone building on Fifth Avenue. The rooms were dimly lit and the furniture was sparse and dated, but the main living room was as big as a ballroom. 
 
    My mother’s childhood bedroom had a white canopied bed and polished wood floors. An ornate mirror hanging over the dresser had hooks all around its frame. A pair of worn pink satin ballet shoes hung from each hook. “She loved to dance. Until the baby, that is.” I walked over to the dresser and picked up a framed photo of my mother holding a baby. He had blonde hair in soft curls, pink cheeks, and a big dimpled grin.  
 
    “My brother Liam?” I asked. Severine nodded. In the photo, she looked happier than I’d ever remembered seeing her. “Who was his father?” 
 
    Severine smoothed down the front of her gray woolen dress. “She was engaged to a man she met on a trip to France. A race car driver. He died in a crash right before the baby was born.” 
 
    My mother apparently had a type. I set the photo down and started to cry.  
 
    “It’s so sad.” She’d experienced so much loss. It was almost more than I could bear. 
 
    Severine was rifling through my mother’s closet. “Claudette hired me as a nanny when Liam was born. They wanted someone French.” She emerged from the closet clutching a bundle wrapped in a white tissue paper. “I was in France that terrible Christmas, visiting my sick father. Georgette was already suffering with dementia. She ran a bath and left the room and forgot. Claudette was supposed to be watching Liam, but she fell asleep—she liked to drink a bit at her age.” She perched on the bed and covered her eyes with her hands. “Tanith was only gone an hour. He slipped in silently. No one heard a sound. Your sweet mother loved that boy so much.” She dabbed her eyes with her sleeve and patted the parcel in her lap. “This is for you.” I took the package and unwrapped it. Inside was a set of white baby clothes. “He was baptized in it. It’s the only thing of his she kept. Please, will you take it? I could never bear to part with it.” 
 
    I tucked the parcel under my arm. “Did my mother like the sisters?” 
 
    “They spoiled her as child. Everything changed after the baby died.” 
 
    She stood up and led me out of my mother’s room, down a long hallway, to another door. As she pushed it open, a whoosh of air escaped and I felt a chill. A candle burned on a table by the window and the flickering light cast eerie shadows on the walls. A massive bed with  a lace canopy stood in the middle of the room, neatly made and empty. 
 
    At least a hundred staring dolls lined the dark gray walls, each in its own tiny chair. They all seemed to be watching me. “How many are there?” I asked. 
 
    Severine laughed. “Georgette started buying them for Tanith, but became quite a collector herself. She spent a fortune.” She walked over to a doll sitting in a pink tufted club chair dressed in a white frilly dress. “Here’s the one she had custom-made. It’s you, Lana.” The doll stared back at me with eyes the same shade of pale brown as me. The hair color was an exact match. I shivered. 
 
    Severine peered up at me, her bright eyes shining. “I keep a candle in her room always. It seems to comfort her.” Comfort her? The chill turned to ice and a feeling of dread overcame me. Severine took my hands in hers. “Lana, after Georgette passed, did anything happen you could not explain?” 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Severine pressed her hand on my arm. “Did things . . . move? Appear in a different place? Did you hear a voice? Perhaps in French?” 
 
    A thousand tiny prickles of ice pressed into my skin. 
 
    My throat went dry. “Yes,” I whispered. 
 
    Her lined face went a little paler and she nodded. “Also for me! I would find this doll in different rooms, where I was. Like a reminder to find you! And then always the voice. Cherche la fille. Well, finally I did. I found her! Georgette, elle est ici! I found her!” 
 
    She put the doll back on its tiny chair, muttering to herself. “So many ghosts. Too many ghosts.” She stood and clapped her hands together. The instant she did, the candle went out. I stifled a scream and jumped. “Come, Darcie has tea for us in the living room.”  
 
    She led me down a hallway hung with oil paintings and into the ballroom-sized living room. The huge windows that overlooked Central Park were framed by thick, gray velvet curtains. A tea service was set up on a little table. Severine perched on a worn purple velvet settee and beckoned me to sit across from her. Directly above Severine hung a portrait that made me stop short. The subject was a serious, dark-haired young woman in a tiara, wearing a draped, empire-waist black gown. She wore her hair in a long braid that wrapped around her head. 
 
    Large diamond earrings dangled from her ears. I looked closer. Were those the doves?  
 
    “Sargent painted Georgette’s portrait right before he died. Very famous.” I’d studied art history at Briar. I nodded wordlessly. “It is my theory that once she died, as a spirit she regained her full faculties and set out to make amends.” Severine sipped her tea like everything was fine, that she didn’t live with a ghost. 
 
    “Make amends?” 
 
    She nodded and a wide smile split her lined face. Strands of gray hair wafted around her face. “I believe she is trying to fix what was broken. What she broke. Your mother—and you. She is desperate for forgiveness, I think.” I looked around the hushed apartment. I heard the maid vacuuming in a distant room. Severine peered at me with bright eyes. “This is your apartment now, Lana. Do you think you will live here when you move to New York?”  
 
    I almost spat out my tea. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Severine. It’s . . . ” A little too haunted for my taste! I was all stocked up on ghostly visits back home in California. “It’s too big for me.” 
 
    She looked at me carefully and set her delicate china cup down. “I can move out at any time you wish.” 
 
    “No, stay as long as you want. Did Georgette make arrangements for you?” 
 
    She nodded. “She had Mr. Bannister arrange an account for me.” 
 
    She clapped a hand to her cheek. “I almost forgot. There is something else of your mother’s here—Georgette begged me to give it to you. Let me find it.” 
 
    She skittered away and I waited while I heard rustling and then the dragging of something heavy. Was she giving me an armoire? A moment later, Severine hurried towards me holding not an enormous piece of furniture, but a tiny book.  
 
    “I found it! I had to climb the ladder in the library—but, never mind. Here—Georgette told me she used to read these to dear little Tanith at bedtime. They were her favorite.” I took the book and turned it over in my hand. The title of the smooth leather volume was Poems by Victor Hugo.  
 
    # 
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” I almost died when I walked in our suite at the Pierre. It topped any other place we’d stayed—even the Amangiri. It was opulent and plush, with two separate bedrooms and a spacious living area.  
 
    Our last hotel. 
 
    Alexander was sitting in a club chair with a laptop on his lap, in an outfit I’d never seen before. 
 
    “How’d it go with Severine?” 
 
    “It was eye-opening. Aunt Georgette was . . . a bit odd.”  
 
    “I want to hear about it. Oh—when I was out, I got myself a couple things to wear—I left something in your room for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I stashed my bundle of baptismal clothes and the book in my room, kicked off Vera’s flats, pulled off her blazer, and eased my arms through a Pierre Hotel bathrobe.  
 
    I gave it an A+. 
 
    I modeled it for Alexander. “Very nice. Oh, I almost forgot—Bannister had something delivered for you.”  
 
    It was a heavy, cream-colored leather portfolio embossed with BANNISTER & BAINES in large gold letters—and my name, too. Inside was proof that I was not dreaming: letters printed on thick law firm paper, various bank statements, documents to review and sign covered in little arrow-shaped sticky notes—and an ATM card with my name on it.  
 
    I was going to be able to pay my father’s debt. I was going to be able to do anything I ever wanted. 
 
    I held up the ATM card and the book of checks that came with it. “Is this real?” 
 
    “Citibank would never lie to you like that.” 
 
    I stuffed my riches back into the portfolio. “Russian loan sharks accept ATM cards, right?” 
 
    He laughed. “Let’s hope so.”  
 
    I looked at him. “This is all thanks to you.” 
 
    He shot me a pointed look. “Hey, what are friends for?” 
 
    # 
 
    After a quick room service dinner, I could no longer keep my eyes open. I said goodnight to Alexander and staggered, delirious, to my room.  
 
    I hadn’t even called my father to let him know his Victor Savitch problem was taken care of.  
 
    $500,000 was a small price to pay for my dad’s life.  
 
    After the best shower of my life, I plopped down on the bed and discovered a shopping bag that contained a pair of jeans, a few soft t-shirts, and a jacket like the one I’d lost in the Vanquish. He’d even found a pair of sneakers in my size. At the bottom of the bag, I found two nightgowns. One was floor-length flannel covered in pictures of puppies. The other was delicate black silk with lace trim and a long slit up one side.  
 
    What exactly was he trying to tell me?  
 
    I tossed the silk nightgown into the bag and pulled on the flannel gown. I pulled the duvet up to my chin and started reading the little book Severine had given me. 
 
    Poems by Victor Hugo 
 
    The tiny illustration woven on the front was of a small bird perched on a bare branch. I flipped through the book and was overcome by a sweet perfume coming off the pages. I’d smelled it before, I realized with a shock. At the psychic. Did the Señora wear the same perfume? Or was it Georgette’s? I shivered a little under the duvet. One of the pages was dog-eared and marked with hearts and the title was underlined.  
 
    None of the others were marked the same way.  
 
      
 
    Be Like the Bird 
 
    Be like the bird, who  
 
    Halting in his flight  
 
    On limb too slight  
 
    Feels it give way beneath her, 
Yet sings 
Knowing she hath wings. 
 
      
 
    I read it three times. It captured exactly how I felt: high atop a precipice, teetering precariously in the ether. The only question was: when would I plummet back to Earth? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Lacus Bonitatis ~ Lake of Goodness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My pillow was damp with sweat and the flannel around my neck was wet and cold. The entire hotel room felt like it was lurching over waves, like the cabin on the Eleanor Rigby. Puzzle pieces slid in to place. 
 
    I was in New York.  
 
    I had five million dollars in a checking account at my disposal.  
 
    I was Georgette’s heir.  
 
    I was going to be okay.  
 
    I scooted off the bed and peeked into the suite’s living room, where the couch was empty. Then I remembered—it was a two-bedroom suite. I padded through the living room to the small refrigerator by the bar and got a cold bottle of water. The curtains were open and a silvery crescent moon hung over the city. I walked to the window and marveled at the shimmering city lights.  
 
    New York was where I’d planned on spending the next four years of my life. Starting my future. 
 
    My old life.  
 
    My old future.  
 
    The road ahead had taken a dramatic and unexpected turn. 
 
    “You finally chose the correct pajamas.” 
 
    I almost jumped out of my skin. 
 
    “Didn’t mean to scare you.” Alexander leaned in the doorway of his bedroom in nothing but boxer shorts.  
 
    My breath hitched. “It’s okay. Thanks for the clothes.” 
 
    “What are you doing up?” He stared at me, his eyes molten. His dark hair was mussed and his skin creamy in the dim light. I wanted to press my lips to his skin and taste him.  
 
    “Uh, just getting water.” I felt my cheeks get hot. He grinned at me.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll tuck you in.” 
 
    He put his arm around my shoulder and led me to my bedroom. I tried to find the words to take back what I’d said about just being friends, to finally tell him how I felt.  
 
    He deposited me at the bed. “Get in.” My heart raced. I climbed in, secretly wanted him to jump in after me and ditch my ridiculous nightgown. Instead he waited until my head was on my pillow and then he leaned over and pulled the covers all the way up to my chin. “There, all tucked. See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Wait! Will you . . . stay with me?” 
 
    He grimaced up, stood up, and ran his hands through his hair, which made his chest muscles flex like a god. I could barely breathe as he seemed to consider my request. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to just be friends,” he said softly. 
 
    I shrugged, too mortified to answer. Why had I insisted on telling him we had to be friends? Because I was terrified of the alternative. 
 
     “I know. Maybe I was wrong.” 
 
    He leaned down and whispered in my ear. “You’re making it hard for me to be a good boy.” 
 
    I reached over and grabbed his hand. “Just . . . can you just stay with me? Nothing else.”  
 
    His eyes were deep and soft. “Is that what friends do?” 
 
    “Only very good friends.” 
 
    He stood in the dark for a few seconds. I ached to have him close to me—it was a habit I was having trouble breaking.  
 
    The withdrawal symptoms were killer. 
 
    “We are good friends. Which is why I insist that you get more sleep.” He leaned down and kissed me softly on my cheek. “But it’s a good thing you didn’t wear the other nightgown.” 
 
    # 
 
    The black town car pulled up to the curb in front of Bergdorf Goodman. Alexander and I stood on the sidewalk waiting as the door swung open. We’d walked over from Bannister’s office, where he’d made me sign a few dozen documents, started my new will and estate plan, and had his assistant swab my mouth for a DNA sample.  
 
    I was getting the thing I’d been promised—my mother and Georgette’s fortune. But all I could think about was the thing I’d said no to. 
 
    Him.  
 
    “Thanks, A.J.,” Gretchen called out to her driver. “Meet me back here by three please.” 
 
    “Sounds good, Miss Ambrose.” 
 
    She slid out and grinned at us. “Hello, kids! Ready, Lana? Brought your newfound wealth, I hope?” She had her long hair pinned up in a messy bun and wore big black sunglasses, black jeans with rips at the knees, high-heeled sandals, and a snug, almost sheer sleeveless black blouse that was open to her navel. She carried a massive leather tote bag that looked like A.J. could park the town car in it.  
 
    For a second Alexander looked like he was going to grab my hand, but then he shoved his hands in his pockets. She smiled at him and crossed her arms. She looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “How’d it go? Is she as rich as dad yet?” 
 
    He smirked and glanced over at me. “Richer.” 
 
    She pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head. “Lucky girl. Ready to spend some of it?” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably in the sneakers Alexander had bought me the day before. 
 
    “I guess so.”  
 
    “Lana needs things to get her through the next few days—and maybe some stuff for school,” Alexander instructed. 
 
    “School.” Her eyes raked up and down my body. “This should be easy enough. I’ll make sure she has a dress for dinner tonight.” She beamed at Alexander. “And for the wedding. We’re doing California elegance at the best winery in Napa.” 
 
    Alexander checked his watch. “Nothing too grown up. She’s eighteen.” 
 
    “Grown up enough to choose her own clothes. Right, Lana?” 
 
    “Just nothing too . . . ” his eyes fell to Gretchen’s chest and he gestured up and down as if to indicate he didn’t want me dressing like her. The outline of her breasts was clearly visible through her blouse. 
 
    She laughed. “Oh Alex, when did you turn into such a prude? Come on, Lana. I know where they keep the nun habits.” 
 
    Inside, the store was hushed and smelled like a thousand perfumes. We took the elevator to the third floor and I followed her out. She walked briskly through the cavernous space. I hustled to keep up with her on legs that felt like stumps next to her long spaghetti strands. She stopped to examine a terrible blazer covered in nautical rope and epaulettes.  
 
    Without looking at me, she said, “I’ve been dying to ask you what you guys did for all those hours you were stuck together. You must have really gotten to know each other.” She gave me a weird look. A look like she was trying to have no look.  
 
    I silently cursed my cheeks as they heated up. 
 
    “Well, yeah, I guess. I mean, not that much. I slept a lot, since I was taking Vicodin.” She shot me a suspicious look. “I mean, only at the beginning, because I got hurt, so you know, the doctor prescribed it. But I’m better now.” She made me nervous and I couldn’t figure out why. I had no need to impress her.  
 
    But I did have secrets to keep from her. 
 
    She stepped away towards a table piled with jeans. She fingered the labels and pulled out a pair. 
 
    In desperation, I tried to change the subject. “How did you and Roy meet?”  
 
    “He was the photographer in my New York Magazine spread last year. ‘40 Under 40.’ Did you see it?” I shook my head. “What are you in jeans, a twenty-eight?” 
 
    “Um, twenty-four, maybe.”  
 
    She looked at me with an arched eyebrow. “We’ll see about that.”  
 
    An older saleswoman approached us in a dark gray pantsuit. She had a perfect blonde bob and a baby smooth face. “Miss Ambrose, hello! Looking for something special today?” 
 
    “Hi, Marjorie. Yes. This is my cousin Lana, and she needs everything. Including a dress for my wedding.”  
 
    The sales woman sized me up and nodded. “I’ll bring some dresses over. You’ll find most of what she needs in Contemporary.” 
 
    “Perfect, thanks.” Gretchen handed me a stack of jeans to try on. “Start with these. I’ll get you some other stuff while you try.” 
 
    “Okay. But you know, I’m starting college in August at Barnard, so I don’t need too many fancy outfits.”  
 
    She looked startled. “You’re moving to New York? That’s interesting. Good school.” She thumbed through a rack of draped blouses. “Barnard is all girls, isn’t it?” Her bright blue eyes examined me sharply.  
 
    “Ah, yeah. And so was my high school,” I said. Boys had not been on my mind when I was applying to colleges.  
 
    A sly smile flitted across Gretchen’s lips. “Do you not like boys, Lana?” 
 
    I stared at her over the pile of clothes in my arms. “Huh?”  
 
    “These days, isn’t Barnard for girls who aren’t, you know, into boys?” She gestured for me to follow her towards the dressing rooms. Her arms were loaded down with piles of sweaters and blouses and pants. I realized she was asking about my romantic preferences. 
 
    “My mom went there, that’s pretty much the main reason I applied. And it was the farthest place from Sonoma that I got into.” 
 
    She laughed. “I get that.” She dropped her pile on the padded bench in the huge changing room. “Well?” 
 
    “Well what?” I dropped my stack onto the bench and tried to decide how many hours trying it all on would take. I might be sleeping overnight in the dressing room. She turned and stepped closer. Her face was beautiful but a little strange. Alien. She made me nervous. Maybe because she was five inches taller than me. Alexander had said she was a little unstable. What did that mean? 
 
    She reached over and ruffled my hair. “And the haircut.” I instinctively stepped away from her and smoothed my hair down.  
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “You can tell me, we’re family now, right?” 
 
    “Tell you what?” I stared at her.  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Does Alexander know?”  
 
    “Know WHAT?” 
 
    “That you like girls. God knows I did my fair share of experimenting when I was younger.”  
 
    I stared at her in shock. For a second I considered telling her I WAS a lesbian so she’d stop prying. “Pretty sure my college choice and my hair have literally nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “So you like boys?” 
 
    My throat tightened up. I liked one boy, and one boy only. 
 
    “I don’t like any one boy at the moment, but I prefer them to girls, yes. But It’s really none of your business and I don’t want to . . . ” my voice trailed off as her eyebrow slowly rose and she bit her lip. “What?” I asked. 
 
     Her blue eyes pierced through me and for a panicky second I thought she could read my mind. “Oh, it’s just that the Alex I know would never put himself in a situation where he might be . . . tempted.” My heart started to thump in my chest.  
 
     “Oh? Tempted to do what?” I asked, trying to sound bored. 
 
    “You don’t know my stepbrother, but let’s just say he has his . . . weaknesses. And you’re not blood related but still . . .  I’m frankly surprised he didn’t at least try to shag you. Because that would be a first.” 
 
    For a second I couldn’t breathe. She was confirming my worst fears: he’d hit on anything that moved and I was just the closest moving object. The pit in my stomach felt like a leaden weight. I put on my most confident, breezy smile and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Really, Gretchen? We’re cousins, remember? I’m sure some girls think he’s cute, but he’s not my type at all.” 
 
    “Cute is not a word usually used to describe him. You were alone in his car and in all those hotels together for how many days?” 
 
    “We always had separate rooms.” 
 
    “Are you in separate rooms at the Pierre?” 
 
    I stared at her as my face got hotter. “What are you accusing me of?” I bent down to slip off my shoes so she couldn’t see the guilt in my eyes. “It’s not really your business, Gretchen.” I refused to play her game. 
 
    She scowled. “Okay, okay, I’m not trying to upset you. Hey, it’s cool if you’re bi or whatever they call it. Every teenager I meet thinks they’re gay these days.” She sighed. “On the commune, no one had those labels. We just were.” I wondered how long until I could get away from Alexander’s crazy stepsister. Not soon enough.  
 
    “Gretchen, Alexander could probably get any girl he wanted.” 
 
    “‘Probably’ is an understatement.”  
 
    “Right. So why would he bother with me? Besides, I’m much too young for him. He likes cougars.” She froze in the middle of handing me a pair of black pants she’d picked out. She recovered with a little smile.  
 
    “It’s true, he used to date women slightly older than him. But they weren’t exactly old.” She opened her mouth and then closed it. “You shouldn’t be so humble, Lana. You’d be quite pretty if you grew your hair out. Maybe did something about the freckles. And you do have a ridiculous figure.” She examined me like I was a horse she was appraising. “Roy’s a photographer, there are always young interns at his agency. He can set you up on some dates if you like.”  
 
    “Sure, sounds great,” I lied. The idea of a blind date with her fiancé’s intern made me nauseous. She sat down on the bench and took out her phone. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Gretchen?” 
 
    “You don’t mind if I stay, do you?” 
 
    I minded for many reasons. Mostly because it was weird. But also because of my scars and bruises, which were still plenty visible. 
 
    “Actually, yes.” 
 
    She looked up at me defiantly and stood up. “Teenagers are so modest these days. I grew up sunbathing topless, Lana. My brothers hated it.” 
 
    I stood there waiting for her to leave. She sighed and finally got up. “Just come out and show me anything you like. I have an excellent eye.” 
 
    # 
 
    Alexander wasn’t in the room when I got back, but he’d left a note on a small wrapped box. 
“Had to run out. Got you one last thing—do NOT lose this one.” 
 
    It was another iPhone, to replace the one that had sunk with the Vanquish. I sprawled out on the bed and quickly set it up. I dialed the number I’d memorized. Alexander’s home. 
 
    “Hi Dad, it’s me. Guess what? We’re really, really rich.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Sinus Concordiae ~ Bay of Harmony 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He told you about the old lady’s will at your high school graduation? How tacky.” Soren lit another clove cigarette and blew the smoke out in rings. We were sitting on the patio of a five-star restaurant in a fancy brownstone. Twinkling lights were strung everywhere. Soren was the only one not dressed up—he wore baggy, paint-stained jeans and a rumpled Hawaiian shirt. He had close cropped steel gray hair and a five-inch long gray beard. 
 
    I was in a new cocktail dress that cost more than everything I’d ever bought back in Sonoma—combined. 
 
    “Or, maybe it was incredibly thoughtful of him to come tell me in person.” 
 
    Roy cackled. “Lana, don’t pay any attention to Soren. He’s just bitter. His dream was to be a starving artist, but he’s always been too rich to starve.” 
 
    Soren smirked. “Some of us worked our asses off to be successful. And others sit on their asses and pretend to work.” 
 
    Roy looked at me. “Lana, ignore Soren. He was raised on a nudist colony.” 
 
    Gretchen hit Roy in the shoulder. “Yoga commune. And it was an amazing place to grow up.” She looked at Alexander. “How long will you be in New York?” 
 
    He’s been uncharacteristically subdued during dinner. “We fly back to California tomorrow.” 
 
    Gretchen and Roy exchanged a glance. 
 
    “But you’ll be back here for school in a few months, is that right?” Roy asked me. 
 
    “Yep. I start in August.” Was I really going to start in August? The thing I had most wanted a month ago was suddenly the thing I dreaded. It felt like the plans had been made by someone else. Someone who no longer existed.  
 
    I had to figure things out.  
 
    “What are you going to study?” Roy asked. 
 
    “Just don’t go into real estate or fashion and turn into one of these assholes,” Soren interjected. 
 
    I laughed. “I was thinking maybe American literature. I always loved Jack London.” 
 
    Soren rolled his eyes. “Good thing you won’t need to get a job then.”  
 
    Underneath the table, Alexander’s hand grazed my leg. I caught my breath. His hand slid up my leg until it reached my hand, then he clasped my hand in his and held it. 
 
    I threw my shoulders back and sat up a little straighter. “My mother thought her fortune brought bad luck. What do you guys think? Is there an Ambrose curse?”  
 
    Roy looked concerned. “Yikes, hope not.” 
 
    Soren chuckled. “All rich people are cursed one way or another, Lana.”  
 
    Alexander got up. “I’ll be right back, excuse me.” He let go of my hand and walked into the restaurant. They all watched me expectantly. Except for Gretchen, who kept glancing back at the restaurant door. Finally she pushed herself away from the table.  
 
    “Be right back, boys. Be nice, Roy.” She got up and went into the restaurant. 
 
    Soren lit another cigarette and glanced over at me. “Lana, you seem to have a good head on your shoulders. You had a slightly more normal childhood than us Ambrose kids.” 
 
    I fidgeted on my chair and shrugged. “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Well, at least you have a good excuse. Your mom’s dead. Ours moved to Switzerland and we haven’t heard from her in years.” I couldn’t tell if he winced when he said it, or if it was just the clove smoke making his eyes burn. He flicked ashes into the butter dish and leaned forward in his chair. “From what I can tell, Alexander’s pulled it together these days. He still a ladykiller?” 
 
    I looked at Roy, who drained another martini. “I hear he’s a changed man since the West Point episode,” Roy said in a low voice. 
 
    Soren snickered. “I doubt it. You know about West Point, right?” 
 
    I shivered in the warm summer night. He’d told me. I knew the whole story. “He got hurt in a football game, his friend died, and he dropped out.” Soren’s eyes flashed to Roy. “Or not.” Roy looked down and stabbed the olive in his glass with a sword-shaped toothpick. “Should we tell her?” he said, chomping on the olive. 
 
    My stomach tightened up. “Tell her what?” I said, trying to act like I didn’t care. 
 
    Soren blew out a huge plume of cigarette smoke and leaned over the table on heavily inked forearms.  
 
    “About the general’s wife.” Oh no. I didn’t want to hear the rest. Only, I secretly did. I had to know. I had to know every mistake he made, every flaw. Then maybe I could stop liking him.  
 
    Even though nothing he told me could make me stop liking Alexander Ambrose. 
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    Soren stubbed out his cigarette and raked his fingers through his beard. “Poor guy’s laying there in the hospital, entire leg in a cast, best friend dead, season over, football career over. A bunch of military brass comes through on a visit, to boost morale and shit. Some big general and his much younger wife walk on in.” He smirked and glanced at Roy. “The hussy goes back to his room later, alone. He’s basically defenseless. A nurse catches them . . . and you can imagine the rest.” 
 
    Roy shook his head. “After he got kicked out, Elijah pulled some strings and got him into Stanford so he could finish school.” 
 
    Soren laughed. “And that’s how the Ambrose Athletic Pool was built at Stanford, kids.” I looked from Roy to Soren. He hadn’t told me the whole truth but I understood why—who would tell people that story? 
 
    “Sounds like that woman took advantage of a much younger boy who was intimidated by her husband and didn’t know how to get out of the situation. Honestly, she’s should have been arrested.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes popped open wide. “That’s exactly what I said!” 
 
    The waiter set a fresh martini in front of Roy, who carefully lifted it to his lips. “Soren, I forget—is the West Point thing the reason your dad cut him off, or was it something else?” My skin chilled. I tried not to react, but instead casually clenched my fists around the cloth napkin in my lap.  
 
    “I think that was the final straw. Helen made sure he still got an allowance but yeah, Elijah was so furious he wrote him out of the estate plan. But they patched it up. He works for him now—and of course Helen did give him her Aston Martin.”  
 
    How had he paid for our trip? And the car . . . I’d totaled it. 
 
    Roy smirked. “Aw, don’t be jealous, Soren. He only drives a vintage Jaguar, Lana.” 
 
    Soren snorted. “Sold it. I’m done with fossil fuels.” 
 
    Roy sipped his martini. “Does that mean you won’t be taking the jet out of Teterboro anymore?” Soren ignored him. “Ah, Lana, from what I understand, did you misplace the Aston Martin on your little road trip?”  
 
    “What?” Soren cried.  
 
    I cleared my throat and craned my neck for Alexander, but there was still no sign of him. What was taking them both so long? I didn’t want to be stuck with these two barracudas for one more second. I thought the truth might shut them up. 
 
    “Yeah, I drove it off a boat dock. I swam out just before it sank. The car was totaled.” 
 
    Soren’s mouth dropped open. His cigarette was stuck to just his lower lip. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Way. In my defense, I was trying to hit this Russian assassin who had a gun pointed at your brother. I saved his life, but unfortunately, killed the car. Nice car, too. Real shame.” 
 
    They both sat stunned. Roy sniggered and smacked the table. “Hoo-boy! Lana, you’re going to fit in just fine around here.” 
 
    # 
 
    The sidewalks were quiet and empty. We passed glittering storefronts full of fabulous luxury goods as we walked up Fifth Avenue. I had to remind myself that I could walk into any of the shops and buy whatever I wanted. 
 
    But the only thing I wanted didn’t have a price. 
 
    Gretchen slid her arm through mine and slowed down, putting distance between us and the guys.  
 
    “Been a big couple days for you.”  
 
    “That’s an understatement.” 
 
    Gretchen laughed. Maybe she wasn’t that bad—we had nothing in common, but she seemed to like me. Maybe she’d be like an older sister to me. She’d invited me to her wedding, after all. 
 
    “Oh! I almost forgot. I found out something very interesting.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    She leaned in close and lowered her voice. “I had a little chat with Alexander in the restaurant. That’s what took so long. I want to tell you I am so sorry for ever thinking he tried to hit on you. Because you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    My blood froze.  
 
    I wanted something to worry about.  
 
    “See, I told you,” I said, desperately covering my panic with glib nonchalance.  
 
    She nodded. “I know, I know. I asked him straight up if he hooked up with you, just to see his reaction. And it was so weird because he actually blushed.” 
 
    My heel caught on a subway grate and I clutched her arm to stop from falling. “Then he told me he met someone last year. Did he tell you about her? Any clues? Because if it’s true, I’m pissed.” 
 
    It felt like the sidewalk tilted uphill. He was talking about me. I was the someone he’d met last year! In my dad’s shop, the day he came in to get his mom’s new car! 
 
    “No, he never mentioned it.” Inside I gloated, triumphant.  
 
    She gripped my arm tightly in hers. “Did he drop any hints?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. No idea who this mystery girl could be.”  
 
    “How annoying. Well, promise to tell me if you learn more when you get home. He said she’s in California.” 
 
    “Oh, I promise.” It’s me, Gretchen! He was talking about me! 
 
    She cackled, and then whispered conspiratorially, “If he thinks I’m going to let him break it off with Bree, who is my maid of honor and who he already said would be his date to the wedding, he’s smoking crack. I don’t know who this other person is, but as far as I know, Bree just thinks they’re on a break. If he shows up with some Tinder trash at my wedding, I will kill him. And so will my parents.” 
 
    She carefully watched my expression, but I gave nothing away. No sign that I was withering to dust and ash inside. 
 
    She turned to look back at me. My legs had stopped moving. “Lana?”  
 
    “Sorry.” Alexander and Roy and Soren were half a block ahead of us. I hurried up to her and realized we’d arrived at the hotel. I couldn’t let her see my face so I hugged her tight. “See you at the wedding!” 
 
    “Late August—I’ll send you an invite.” Soren marched over and unexpectedly kissed my hand and nodded to Alexander. “Welcome to the fam, Lana. Good luck—you’ll need it.” He winked at me and headed off on foot. Gretchen grabbed Roy and pulled him over to a waiting cab.  
 
    Once they were all safely out of sight, Alexander looked at me. “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to ask him about Bree. Or what Gretchen meant by “Tinder trash.” I just nodded. “Yep, let’s go.”  
 
    He held my hand until we were alone in the hotel elevator. The instant the doors closed he put his arms around my shoulders and bent his head to my ear. “I need to be alone with you.” His words lit something deep inside my body, but I resisted. Gretchen was probably lying and just baiting me to fight with him, but how could I just say nothing? As soon as the elevator opened, I broke away from him and sped walked to our door.  
 
    He followed close behind me and jammed the key card into the door and shoved it open. He pulled me inside and pressed me against the wall. He buried his face in my hair and murmured, “Lana, I can’t be your friend anymore. Sorry. I tried.” 
 
    Before a tidal wave of pheromones could paralyze my tongue me, I found my voice. “Wait. Just—wait.” 
 
    “Okay.” He stepped away from me. I kicked off my heels. I started at him. He looked hurt—and a little confused, which only emphasized his gorgeousness. His eyes shined at me from under thick lashes. As he watched me, a smile spread across his face and his dimples popped. “What’s up?” 
 
    “They told me why you got kicked out of West Point.” His eyes widened and he shook his head disgustedly. “It’s okay. I understand why you didn’t want to tell me.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’m not proud of it. I was stuck with my leg in traction and on painkillers—but it was a mistake.” 
 
    “And your stepfather cut you off because of it.” 
 
    His smile faded. His jaw clenched. “Soren is such a prick—he was thrilled when that happened, believe me.” 
 
    “So it’s true.” 
 
    He nodded. “You were already freaking out about how much our trip cost, so I didn’t think you needed to know that. But I make plenty of money, and Elijah and I get along fine now. Really.” 
 
    “Okay. But you have to let me pay you for whatever our trip cost.” 
 
    He stepped closer to me. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “And replace your car.” 
 
    He took another step towards me. “Do you really want to talk about money all night? Because I have another idea. It’s officially our last night together.” 
 
    For a second I forgot about Bree and Gretchen and everything not named Alexander Ambrose. I threw my shoulders back and turned around. “Will you unzip me?” 
 
    He said nothing. But a second later his hand was at my back, slowly pulling the zipper of my dress down. His hands slipped under the sides of the fabric at my shoulders and slid them forward so the bodice fell down my arms.  
 
    Gretchen’s words swirled in my head, like poison having a delayed reaction. 
 
    He pushed the dress down over my hips and it fell to the floor. In just my bra and underwear, I turned to face him. His eyes widened and he took in a breath when he saw me. “You’re gorgeous.” My cheeks burned. My body just wanted to feel his hands on my skin. But my brain was not cooperating. He stepped over to me and slipped his hands around my waist so our bodies were pressed together. 
 
    He brushed his fingers across my collarbone and I shivered. “I’ve been a very good boy for literally the entire year, and it was worth it.” He bent down and started kissing my neck. But I kept shivering. “Well, not totally good.” My euphoria seemed to disintegrate and slide through my fingers like sand, leaving me with just the sharp grit.  
 
    I’d only known him a few weeks. Gretchen had known him for years.  
 
    “Won’t Bree be upset?” He froze. He stared at me for a long beat, and then it was like a slow dawn breaking across his face. His expression changed to total confusion, then flickered to realization, and then his jaw clenched and he stiffened.  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Gretchen told me she’s your date for the wedding.” 
 
    He slammed his hand down on the bed and jumped up. He raised his voice and said, “Lana, listen to me—Gretchen is trying to mess with you—she doesn’t want you to trust me!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    His shoulder sagged and he let out a slow sigh. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “Then tell me. But tell me the truth. For once.” The last two words I blurted out and immediately regretted. He smashed his fist onto the stereo and the soft jazz song that was playing abruptly stopped. A horrible, screaming silence descended on the room. He stormed over to the window. He shook his head and ran both his hands through his hair. “I thought Gretchen was over this bullshit, but I guess not. Lana, listen to me!” 
 
    “Who’s Bree?” There was no fixing any of it. No fixing me. Or him. No amount of kissing would change the fact that he had a past, and we had no future. There was only the present moment, and it was slipping away.  
 
    He sighed.  
 
    “A woman I dated. Very briefly. Gretchen’s friend.” 
 
    “Did you invite her to the wedding?”  
 
    He looked pained. “Honestly, I don’t remember. She’s Gretchen’s maid of honor so I’m sure the subject came up. This was over a year ago, Lana.” 
 
    “She thinks you’re on a break.” 
 
    “She’s an idiot. Lana—I was different guy. I have no intention of taking her to anything, anytime, anywhere.” 
 
    “If you’re a different guy, why does Gretchen act like you’re the same guy.” 
 
    His eyes softened. “She liked the old me better.” Had he changed? Could someone change so much that they’d drop all their bad “habits”? Or would they eventually relapse? “Come on, Lana. Forget all that crap she told you.” 
 
    My voice broke as I tried to talk. “I don’t think I can.” He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his lips together. Sobs choked my throat. “I don’t think I can.” He stared at me and then his eyes flicked to the window. His face was pale and his expression cold.  
 
    “You want to believe everything everyone says about me, fine. I’m used to that. I’m done defending myself from Gretchen Ambrose and all the other Ambroses. Fuck them.” 
 
    Every cell in my body wanted to run to him, jump into his arms, kiss him.  
 
    But that would be just making the inevitable harder.  
 
    He will never be yours. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” I whispered. I turned and ran from him. I scurried into the still darkness of my bedroom and curled up into a ball in the cold sheets and cried until I fell asleep. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Lacus Excellentiae ~ Lake of Excellence 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up stiff and cold. It was past noon. Someone banged on my door.  
 
    “Be ready to leave in an hour. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Fine!” I yelled. 
 
    A few seconds later, the main door to the suite banged shut. I showered and got dressed in a pair of $280 jeans from Bergdorfs, a pale rose sleeveless top, short blazer, and flat black ankle boots. Dressing like a rich girl was easy—when you were actually rich. I’d have to sit on a plane for five hours next to Alexander, and my destroyed heart would play better as bitchy snobbery. 
 
    I jammed my new purse inside my new tote bag. I took the rest of my clothes and shoes out of their bags and boxes and stacked it all up on the coffee table in the living area to make it easy to pack into one of the new suitcases that had been delivered to the suite. 
 
    I had the nagging feeling I was forgetting something. I wandered through my bedroom and stopped to look around. The necklace! I went to the closet, opened the safe, and slipped it around my neck. To be safe, I tucked it into my blouse.  
 
    The knock on the entrance to the suite made me jump. I was starving and room service had arrived.  
 
    Only it wasn’t room service.  
 
    “Oh! Good morning, Lana!” 
 
    I feigned joy. “Hey, Gretchen! What’s up?” 
 
    She looked at the room number on the door and then back to me. “This is Alexander’s room, so you tell me.” 
 
    She swept past me without waiting for an invitation. 
 
    “Alex?” she called out.  
 
    “He, uh, left.”  
 
    She wore tight black yoga pants and a complicated workout top that left her back totally bare. 
 
    “My Pilates class is around the corner and I had to drop something off for Alex to bring back for my dad.” She pulled a thick black binder out of her tote bag and set it on the couch. It was engraved with the words “Ambrose Capital, Inc.” She eyed the neat stacks of my new clothing and shoes on the coffee table. She looked up at me. “You told me you had separate rooms.” 
 
    I swallowed hard and pressed my shoulders back defiantly. “We do. All they had left was a suite, but it has two bedrooms. Would you like a tour?” 
 
    It was none of her business. And she was hardly someone to judge me.  
 
    She looked around the room. “When will he be back? I was hoping to catch him and say goodbye.” 
 
    “He said he had some work stuff to do. We’re leaving for the airport soon.” Oh please don’t wait here for him, oh please oh please. 
 
    She looked me up and down. “The clothes work out okay?” 
 
    “Yep. Love my new stuff, thanks again for your help. I’d never have been able to buy overpriced jeans on my own.” I crossed my arms and hoped she’d take the hint and leave. She ignored me and roamed the room like she was inspecting it for dust. She stopped by the door to my room. “Mind if I use the bathroom?”  
 
    “Go right ahead.” 
 
    She surprised me by crossing the room and walking into Alexander’s bedroom instead. I waited nervously for her to come out and busied myself packing a suitcase. 
 
    “Oh, Lana?” She’d slipped out so quietly I hadn’t heard her. Her lips stretched into a thin smile as she approached me. A small panic alarm went off in my brain. “This yours? I found it in his room.” She tossed me a ball of dark green fabric. It was my dress from dinner the night before. 
 
    My heart stopped but I smiled and laughed. “Oh, there it is! Thanks, I was looking everywhere for that!” 
 
    She came closer until I could smell her. Floral perfume and cigarettes. Her bright blue eyes narrowed and the hairs at the back of my neck pinged to attention. “You guys almost had me fooled.” 
 
    “Gretchen, wait—”  
 
    Her eyes got cold and her nostrils flared. “I knew it. The second I saw you look at him I knew you’d fallen for his schtick.” My mouth gaped open and my heart bet so fast I couldn’t breathe. “No wonder he couldn’t be mad at you after you totaled his mother’s Aston Martin.” 
 
    I threw my shoulders back. “It’s his, she gave it to him.” 
 
    She shook her head and her upper lip flared out from her teeth in a way that made her look slightly deranged. “I’m telling you this for your own good. As of yesterday, you’re legally an Ambrose. Any romantic feelings between the two of you is not okay. It will only destroy my family—especially my father. He can’t go through that again.” 
 
    I froze in horror at her words. What did she mean? 
 
    She crossed her arms in front of her and cackled unattractively. “Did you actually think a guy like Alexander was going to choose you? Have you even seen my friend Bree? Why would he risk everything so he could bang his drab little teenage cousin?” She shook her head furiously. “Nope. I call bullshit, sorry.”  
 
    Drab? Was that the best she could do? I’d dealt with personal insults for years from various Crawfords. Gretchen was going to have to try harder to scare me. I considered swinging my fist and smashing her right in the mouth, but she was a lot taller than me, and her arms looked pretty buff in her workout gear. I’d fought off a few Russians, but Gretchen looked like she’d put up a real fight. 
 
    I stepped away from her and looked around for a lamp big enough to hit her with if she came at me. “You know, if you weren’t his stepsister, I’d think you were jealous.” 
 
    Her face went white and her blue eyes flashed with anger.  
 
    “You think you know him, little girl, but you don’t. I know Roy told you why he got kicked out of West Point and lost his trust fund.” 
 
    “The best people I know don’t have trust funds. And all the worst ones do.” 
 
    She opened the mini bar and gathered some of the tiny bottles of alcohol and stashed them in her bag. She twisted one open and downed it in one gulp. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you a little secret, Lana. Something I’m sure Alexander didn’t share with you. My father didn’t cut him off because he got caught having sex with some trophy wife in the West Point infirmary. Who was also a former Playmate, in case you were thinking he had low standards.” She stepped towards me and I took a step back. “Not even Roy knows what I’m about to tell you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t care, Gretchen. Just go away. Please.” I couldn’t breathe. My heart was pounding so hard it felt like it was smashing a hole through my chest.  
 
    She smiled a thin, bitter smile. “My father disowned him before that, actually. When my lovely stepmother caught him in bed with a slightly older woman. He was sixteen.” She giggled and stepped closer. “Guess who?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and waggled her eyebrows at me. The blood stopped pumping through my body and I put my hand on the TV console to steady myself. I shook my head and squeezed my eyes shut. It couldn’t be. The carpet felt like it was sinking under my feet, like the floor was dissolving and I would slide through it into the room underneath.  
 
    “It probably sounds terrible to naïve young girls like you. You have to understand—the way I was raised, in an ashram, there were no rules. It was total freedom. Soren and I never saw Alexander growing up—our mother had full custody of us. When she moved back to Europe, I joined my dad and Helen at the Hotel du Cap one summer. I hadn’t seen Alex since he was little, since I’d never really gotten along with his mother. I went straight to the beach when I got there and a boy came up to me. I didn’t recognize him—I hadn’t seen him since he was little. But he already knew how to talk to girls. It was only after I kissed him in one of the sea caves that I realized who he was. And then, well . . . it was too late to stop.” She smiled like she was remembering some wonderful memories. “Alexander was never like a stepbrother to me—he was just a boy.” 
 
    “How old were you?” I asked in a breathless whisper. 
 
    “Twenty-five. But I looked young. Younger than my age.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is, you’re a child molester.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “He was sixteen, not five, Lana. But I knew how closed-minded people raised like you were can be. And like you, I wanted to keep it a secret. And it was our secret for a few months. When Helen found us together over Christmas in the Bahamas, she told my father. Of course she blamed me for the whole thing. My dad felt differently. It almost broke up their marriage, which I would have preferred. As punishment, he cut Alex off. That’s why he had to go to West Point, since it’s free. My dad refused to pay his tuition for Princeton, which is where he was supposed to go.” 
 
    I couldn’t breathe. “Why are you telling me all this?” My voice was a stunned whisper. I could barely form words.  
 
    “Because I still care about him! If my father finds out Alexander is fucking another young female he is technically related to, first he’ll fire him, and then he’ll cut him off—again. He’ll be dead to the rest of the Ambrose family—and broke. Do you want that to happen to him? He’s already on his last chance.” 
 
    My mother had run from the Ambrose family. Changed her name, hid from them, rejected their money. I was starting to understand why.  
 
    “I’m also telling you as your friend.” 
 
    I almost choked. “Oh, you’re my friend now?” 
 
    She nodded in a patronizing way and looked at me like I was a lost little kid. “Don’t you see? Alexander doesn’t love you, Lana. He can’t love anyone.” A cloud of sadness flitted across her face and the brightness in her eyes dimmed. I saw her for what she was—a lonely woman who’d experienced true happiness once, but at the expense of a young teenage boy’s soul. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” I said. My throat was dry and I wiped the tears welling up in my eyes. 
 
    “He’s addicted to the thrill of the forbidden.” She smirked. “And he loves to piss off my father. In your case, he’s willing to burn my father for a bigger prize. You’re his golden ticket, Lana.” 
 
    “Nothing is going on between us. NOTHING!” As of the previous night, this was technically 100% true. “You need to leave. Now.” I fought back tears. “You don’t know him at all—you just think you do. He’s not like that. Not anymore.” I felt like I was going to throw up.  
 
    She slung her bag over her arm. “I’m not doing this to hurt you, Lana. But trust me—he wants his hands on your inheritance. The fact that you’re an Ambrose just makes his revenge that much sweeter.” 
 
    She looked at herself in the mirror, adjusted her hair, and pulled some lip gloss out of her pants pocket. She smeared it on smacked her lips together.  
 
    I wiped my eyes and glared at her. “You need to leave.” 
 
    “Fine. But listen to me, Lana: go home alone. If you can’t leave Alexander alone, you’ll only be setting yourself—and him—up for disaster.” She opened the door and waved. “See you at the wedding! You’re still expected to come, of course.” 
 
    She left and I collapsed on the couch and sobbed. 
 
    He was a victim of his stepfamily. 
 
    Just like me.  
 
    Maybe that’s why he liked me. Why he’d risked his life to find me and get me to New York. But I couldn’t be the reason his family disowned him again. Being with me would cost him his relationship with his parents, his job, and his reputation—everything he’d rebuilt. 
 
    If I truly loved him, I had to put his best interests before mine.  
 
    I’d have to do the last thing in the world I wanted to do. 
 
    # 
 
    “What color is your house on Chauvet Drive, Miss?” 
 
    “Dingy white. There are rose bushes in front.” At least there used to be, before Victor’s thugs torched the house.  
 
    The JetBlue lady nodded and kept typing. The check-in line behind me grew longer with impatient passengers.  
 
    The woman squinted at her screen. “I see a Volkswagen Golf parked in the driveway. What color is it?” 
 
    “Are you looking at Google maps?” 
 
    “Yes. When a passenger forgets their ID, this is how we confirm their identity.”  
 
    “Silver. Dents on the sides.” I rattled off the license plate number for good measure. 
 
    She nodded and smiled. “Okay, thank you. Just had to confirm who you were. Hope you find your wallet soon!”  
 
    “Me too.” My wallet had gone overboard in the Vanquish.  
 
    “Any bags?” 
 
    “No, just my purse.” She handed me my boarding pass. I sprinted to the escalator and ran to the gate. I’d found a seat on a flight to Oakland. From there, I’d take a cab to Maya’s house. Then, in the morning, I’d find an Airbnb, or a hotel for me and my dad. Rent a car. Hire a bodyguard. Buy a gun. Figure out how to get half a million dollars in cash to Victor Savitch, wherever he was. Avoid Ramona at all costs.  
 
    And find a way to never, ever think about Alexander Ambrose again. I’d never taste his mouth, feel his skin on me again. I curled up in my plush reclining seat and closed my eyes. I was too tired to even enjoy the rare air of flying first-class for the first time. 
 
    I woke up half an hour before we landed. The Golden Gate Bridge, the Bay Bridge, and the lights of the city twinkled in the early dusk. My fairy tale was officially over—forever. 
 
    I wiped my eyes with the sleeve of my jacket as the wheels touched down. 
 
    I was home. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Palus Putredinis ~ Marsh of Decay 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The handwritten sign read “Miss Lana Goodwin.” I stopped in front of a short, portly man in a black suit and chauffeur’s cap.  
 
    “You Lana Goodwin?” 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    He mopped the sweat trickling down his brow with a white handkerchief and checked a piece of paper in his hand. “Cesar Hidalgo. I’m supposed to take you to an address in Sonoma.” Wow, that was awesome of the Hidalgos. I’d texted Maya from New York to ask her if I could stay with her. “Any bags, Miss?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He blinked and jerked his head to the side. “This way, car’s outside.” 
 
    I suspected Cesar had splurged on a limo since he knew I was coming home an heiress. The Hidalgos had helped me and my dad so much—and suffered when Victor had the shop inventory repossessed.  
 
    I’d make it up to them. Cesar could retire in style. He deserved it.  
 
    I turned on my phone and saw a burst of texts from Alexander. 
 
    WHERE ARE YOU? 
 
    Home. You can send my clothes to my dad’s house. I’ll send you a check for the cost of the road trip. 
 
    WHAT DID I DO? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Gretchen talked to you! 
 
    I have to go.  
 
    I’M LANDING AT SFO IN FOUR HOURS. TELL ME WHERE YOU ARE!! 
 
      
 
    My heart ached, heavy with longing for him. But I had to keep my distance—for his own good.  
 
    I can’t. I’m sorry. You’re done—go back to your life. Thank you for everything. 
 
    FUCK THAT! I AM COMING TO GET YOU. 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth. It was going to be almost impossible to push him away. It was like pulling my own heart out of my chest and tossing it in the trash.  
 
    But I had no choice. I’d known all along it would come to this. I would never really know if he liked me or the thrill of the forbidden. Gretchen’s words had turned my insecurities into a raging army of doubts.  
 
    I turned off my phone and slid it into my back pocket. Across the bay, the sun was setting in a gorgeous summer symphony of clouds and light. I turned away from the view and let the tears slide down my face. 
 
    We crossed the bay and drove up the Marin peninsula. Almost home. I leaned my head back on the leather seat and closed my eyes. When the limo slowed down, I looked out the window and realized the city was in front of us. 
 
    It should have been behind us.  
 
    We were heading south instead of north. 
 
    “Ah, excuse me, Sir? I think we’re going the wrong way. We needed to stay on the 101 north, to Sonoma.” 
 
    He glanced at me through the rearview mirror. A tendril of fear curled up my neck. 
 
    Everything is fine. You’re just nervous to be home. You’re jet lagged and exhausted. 
 
    “Sorry, Miss. My phone died. I need to check in with my dispatcher.” 
 
    “I have a phone, I can direct you to where I’m going.” 
 
    “Will only take a minute.” 
 
    I sat back, annoyed. The driver pulled off the 101 and stopped at a tiny gas station that had no lights on. When he got out, I sighed and pulled out my phone to text Maya.  
 
    Limo driver got lost, will be at your house soon. He said your dad sent him to get me—tell him thank you!! 
 
    I saw three dots as she typed back.  
 
    My dad’s been in Mexico all week. What limo? Where are you? 
 
    OH SHIT.  
 
    Everything cranked into slow motion as adrenaline crashed through my body. I grabbed my bag, dialed 911, and pushed the nearest door open. A figure stepped out of the darkness and caught the door before I could yank it closed again. I scrambled to the other side of the limo but a second figure loomed just outside it. 
 
    I didn’t bother screaming. I retreated to the back of the limo, slid the phone’s volume to silence, and tucked it into my boot.  
 
    Both figures climbed into the limo and pulled the doors shut. I scrambled to get as far away from them as I could. A third, much shorter man in a chauffeur cap—not the original driver—slid into the driver’s seat.  
 
    I smelled heavy cologne and cigarettes and powerful BO. 
 
    The doors locked and the engine started. The limo screeched away from the gas station and sped back onto the road.  
 
    The two men sat across from me. I didn’t recognize either one, but they definitely looked like they knew Victor Savitch. One of them was overweight and had a gray goatee and a buzz-cut. He wore a black blazer, black baggy trousers and a black t-shirt with a deep v-neck. The other was younger, clean shaven, and sported a shiny black puffy coat, skintight jeans and flashy high-top sneakers. He grinned at me like the Cheshire Cat. 
 
    I pushed my terror down and pretended to be calm. They wouldn’t kill me—because then Victor wouldn’t get his money. If they wanted to kill me, I’d already be dead. 
 
    “Hey, guys! Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    The men exchanged a glance. The older one said, “Is surprise.” He had a thick Slavic accent. 
 
    I looked at the younger one. “Are you Arkady’s little brother, or Sergei’s?” 
 
    He reacted like I’d slapped him. He spat and spoke rapid-fire Russian to the other guy.  
 
    The older one spoke again. “I am Markov. This is Evgeny. We work for Victor Savitch. We take you to him.” 
 
    How had they known which flight I took? I thought back—Ramona had been in New York. I hadn’t told anyone my flight number except Maya. I hadn’t even told my dad I was coming home. They must have followed me from New York. 
 
    “You know, Comrades, I’m really glad you showed up. I happen to have Victor’s money with me, and I didn’t have any idea how to find him.” 
 
    The young one looked confused.  
 
    “You have it?” 
 
    I nodded. “When will we be there?” I squirmed on the seat—my cell phone was cold and heavy against my ankle. 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    The limo sped south along the waterfront. When I realized where we were headed, the fear took over. Victor had asked me to meet him at a marina in Sausalito the morning after my graduation, to board his boat.  
 
    If I got on a boat, no one would be able to track my phone’s location. He could take me anywhere.  
 
    If I got on a boat, I’d never get off alive. 
 
    The limo pulled off the road fifteen tense minutes later. The tiny marina boasted a handful of huge white yachts that bobbed up and down.  
 
    I just needed thirty seconds in private to text Maya, let her know where I was, and tell her to call the cops. Just thirty seconds. 
 
    But they both watched me with beady eyes and expressionless faces.  
 
    The limo stopped. I lunged for the door handle and before I could touch it the younger man reached inside his puffy jacket and whipped out a handgun. He pointed it at me.  
 
    “Don’t try it.” He had a thick Russian accent. 
 
    “Shoot me and Victor never gets his money.” 
 
    He grimaced at me and I sat back. The older one blocked one door and the younger one kept his gun trained on me. The younger one—Evgeny—waved the gun at me. “Okay! Time to go.” 
 
    I grabbed my purse and scooted out of the limo. A white yacht loomed at the edge of the dock. Shaped like a mini cruise ship, it was much bigger than the Eleanor Rigby. I tried to look for its name on the hull but there was nothing painted on the back or sides. 
 
    I followed the new limo driver to the narrow ramp leading up to the deck. Briny ocean air and acrid diesel fuel burned my nose.  
 
    I tried to remember if my new will was official yet. I’d signed so many documents, but Bannister said things would take a few weeks to finalize.  
 
    We climbed up the steep gangplank—the driver in front of me and Evgeny and his gun behind me. I caught a glimpse of the driver’s hand on the railing. 
 
    His fingernails were long and pointy and painted in orange and black tiger stripes. 
 
    I froze. The limo driver stepped onto the dock and pulled his black cap off.  
 
    A pile of reddish blonde hair spilled down his back.  
 
    Actually, her back. Nastia slowly turned around to face me.  
 
    “Velcome back, Lana. Ready to pay debt?” 
 
    I climbed up the rest of the ramp and stepped onto the deck. 
 
     “Hey, Nastia. Long time no see. Can I please use your bathroom?” 
 
    She didn’t say a word, but gestured for me to walk ahead of her down a set of stairs. When I hesitated, the sharp muzzle of a gun poked my back. I gripped my bag and descended the stairs into a small but plush bedroom. Everything was white except for the bedcover, which was made of gold satin.  
 
    She and Evgeny watched me carefully. 
 
    “This is your room,” she said. 
 
    “My room?”  
 
    She held out her hand. “Phone.” 
 
    I smiled and shrugged. “I dropped it in the water before I got on board. Oops.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed in anger. She yanked my bag out of my hand and shook it upside down on the bed. She opened my wallet, then tossed it down in disgust. She stepped over to me. She looked older, more tired than the last time I’d seen her. The cracks in her thick base makeup deepened with her frown. “Jacket.”  
 
    I took my jacket off and handed it to her. I could hardly breathe. If she found the phone, my only lifeline would be snipped. Evgeny stepped into the room and leaned against the wall smirking, the gun still in his hand. 
 
    She smirked and looked me up and down. “You want I pat you down—or him?” 
 
    I thought—maybe if I let him do it, he’d forget to look in my boots.  
 
    “He can do it.” 
 
    Her thin eyebrows flew up. He grinned and his nostrils flared. He shoved the gun in his waistband and wasted no time getting in front of me.  
 
    “Arms out,” he said. I fought my disgust and gave him a flirty look, even biting my lip for effect. He slid his hands down my sides and around to my bottom, cupping it and running his hands under it as far as they could go. I took a tiny half step closer to him and kept my eyes on his. Nastia snapped at him in Russian, and he knelt down and ran his hands down my legs. I gritted my teeth as he stood up and ran his palm between my breasts. Something sharp pressed into my breastbone. His smile faded and his hands froze. The dove. He’s found the dove! 
 
    He reached around my neck and pulled the chain over my head. I grabbed his hands to stop him. “Hey, that’s mine!” 
 
    He wrenched his hands free and dropped the dove so it swung loose on its chain from his fist. A bright smile spread across Nastia’s face.  
 
    “Victor has been looking for this.” She snatched it out of Evgeny’s hand and gestured for him to leave. He winked at me and hopped back up the stairs. 
 
    I fought back sobs and squared my shoulders. “You’re nothing but a thief,” I said. “A thief working for a gangster.” 
 
    “Your father stole half a million from Victor. Who is real thief?” 
 
    She shrugged and examined the dove tenderly. Then she slid the chain over her head.  
 
    “Nastia, you have to let me go.” She just laughed and pressed a button on the wall, which opened to reveal a closet filled with clothes. 
 
    “Please, listen to me! I have millions of dollars, I can pay you whatever you want. Just get me off this boat, please!” 
 
    She laughed. “Plenty of time to talk to him on trip.” 
 
    Below my feet, an engine rumbled to life. 
 
    “If this boat leaves the dock, you’re going to prison for life for kidnapping.” If the boat sailed away, I was dead. Victor Savitch was not the type to drop me off at the nearest beach and wish me well. 
 
    She yanked a dress off a hanger and threw it on the bed. “Put that on and I take you to him.” 
 
    “Tell me where the boat is going.” 
 
    “I know you love traveling, Lana. Wait until you see island. Is off Costa Rica. Very nice.” 
 
    Terror clawed at my throat. Costa Rica? I needed her to leave so I could use my phone before we sailed. “Can I have some privacy?” 
 
    She shrugged and left the room, closing it behind her. “I give you three minutes.” I whipped out my phone and frantically texted Maya. I told her where I was, described the boat, and told her send the police to the marina. 
 
    I thought about texting Alexander, but I couldn’t let him get hurt again. He’d try and storm the yacht himself. I’d done enough damage. I refused to involve him in my nightmare again. 
 
    The last word I typed to Maya was HURRY. 
 
    Nastia banged on the door. “Ready?”  
 
    I hid the phone under the thin mattress. “Almost!” I picked up the garment she’d thrown on the bed and cringed. It was a tacky white tank mini-dress with weird cut-outs on the sides. I got undressed and pulled it on, carefully avoiding the mirror. I tugged it down as far as I could. 
 
    Nastia came in and appraised me. “It’s not too late for you, Nastia,” I said. “Help me and you won’t go to prison. And I will reward you. I can give you millions. What has Victor ever given you? Look at what you’re doing!” Tears sprang to my eyes. “You know what he’s going to do to me! And you’re letting it happen?! Save me—and save yourself!” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered and went dead. She stared at something I couldn’t see. I sensed a tiny crack in her shellacked veneer. 
 
    “Please, Nastia. Please get me off this boat.” I bit back my tears and stared her down. She blinked and her eyes scanned my body. “Why there are so many bruises on you? Why stitches?” I’d forgotten about the faded purple splotches all over me and the red scar on my shoulder. But she seemed stunned. 
 
    “Some are courtesy of your boyfriend, Victor. Some are from your friend Arkady, before I watched him fall to his death.”  
 
    Her breath hitched and her eyes seemed to lose focus for a second. She ran a finger lightly along my scar.  
 
    “His knife?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. She nodded softly. She screwed up her mouth and looked around. Then she unbuttoned her tight black jeans. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She pulled the waistband of her jeans down and exposed her hip to me. There was a mark on her skin that looked like the profile of a roaring lion.  
 
    “Is that a tattoo?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “A brand. You know . . . ” and she mimicked pressing a hot poker to her skin as she made a loud hissing sound. “I was same age as you when I met Victor.” 
 
    “Does that mean I get one, too?”  
 
    She snapped back to bitch mode. She pulled the neckline of my dress down at least two inches and frowned. 
 
    “No bra.”  
 
    I unhooked my bra, wiggled it off under the dress and tossed it on the bed. She came in close and peered at my face. 
 
    “He will hate your hair.”  She handed me a bright coral lipstick It was the exact same shade she wore. I smeared it on my lips. She sprayed me down in the same pungent perfume she wore. Finally, she picked up a pair of heels from the closet and dropped them on the rug in front of me. 
 
    “Am I replacing you?” I asked. She ignored my question. I slid my feet into the spike heels and wobbled on the plush white carpet. When you dive off to swim to shore, they’ll be easy to kick off.  
 
    The water would be so cold. Even in June the San Francisco Bay was freezing. 
 
    I sent a silent prayer to God and Georgette. 
 
    “Nastia, this is your last chance. Help me, and I will help you. I promise!” 
 
    She took my elbow and shoved me towards the door. “Too late to help me. Now go.” 
 
    What did that mean? I took a step and my heel got caught in the thick carpet and I fell to one knee. Sharp talons shank into my upper arm but I didn’t budge.  
 
    I was listening to a voice—a soft, but distinct voice in my head.  
 
    I’d heard it before. My eyes flew open and I scanned the room, but there was only Nastia glaring at me with an angry sneer on her lips.  
 
    “Stand up!” she hissed. 
 
    “In a second, hold on.” I squeezed my eyes to listen closely. A thousand icicles scraped over my skin. Yes, someone—something—was talking to me. A soft voice, a breathy whisper, in French. But I understood enough.  
 
    It wasn’t the first time I’d gotten a message from Georgette. Once, when I was trapped in Ramona’s mansion and had to choose which car keys to use to escape, and again in the back of Wade Jenner’s police car. Each whispered hint had saved me.  
 
    A sense of calm flooded my body. I stood up and pivoted to Nastia, who had her arm raised like she was about to hit me, and smiled. “You have a son.” 
 
    She blinked and her eyes darted around the room. Had she not heard me? 
 
    “You have a son and his name is Alexei.” 
 
    She took a small step back and for a moment her perennially sour features rearranged themselves into a configuration it hadn’t had to use in many years: fear. Ten years slid off her face like a heavy veil and a younger, more vulnerable woman trembled before me. Her hand flew to her throat. “Alexei?” Her voice cracked as she said the name. She stared at me in amazement. “How—how you know this?” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder and said a gentle voice, “He’s almost six now. But he misses his mother.” 
 
    “No! I had a son. He’s dead,” she spat. “Why you say these lies?” 
 
    “He’s alive, Nastia. Victor paid your aunt to tell you he was dead.” She stepped away from me, clawing at the collar of her shirt. “He cries at night. He misses you. He wonders why you don’t call him.” 
 
    She pushed her fists into her eyes and shook her head. “Stop! Stop now! Liar! Sergei told you this! Or Arkady . . . ?” She looked at me with wide, panicked eyes. Some of her makeup had rubbed off and there were dark shadows under her eyes. 
 
    I shook my head. “I see things, Nastia. I know things. Sometimes, I can move things. The dead help me.” Nastia backed away, her face ashen. “My dead godmother is the one who sent a knife into my hand. The one I used to kill Arkady.” 
 
    She made the sign of the cross.  
 
    “Let me go and I will tell you where Alexei is.” That was a bluff. But then somehow someone was whispering numbers in my ear. In French. I said them to myself so I wouldn’t forget. I grabbed the lipstick I’d dropped on the bed and started scrawling numbers on the wall. When I finished, she stared at me open-mouthed.  
 
    “That is Moscow phone number!” 
 
    “Call it. If I’m wrong, then I’m a liar. But if I’m right, you’ll talk to your son again.” 
 
    For a second hope flickered over her face. Then the engine of the boat roared below, and it seemed to shake her back to reality.  
 
    “Follow me or Victor kills us both.” 
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    The sunken sitting area had tan leather seating on all four sides. Giant TV screens hung on all the walls and each one played something different: soccer match, boxing match, horse race, and a Formula 1 car race. Victor perched on one of the couches holding a large tumbler of clear liquid and ice. He had a faint purple bruise on his forehead and a small bandage across it. 
 
    Courtesy of Georgette Ambrose—and one large glass vase of flowers.  
 
    “Welcome aboard, Miss Goodwin.” His beady eyes raked over my body.  
 
    Nastia jabbed her fingernails into the small of her back. 
 
    “I’m ready to take care of my father’s debt. Five hundred thousand is yours—as soon you let me go.” Nastia glanced over at me nervously. “So if you’ll just let me use a phone, I can have my attorney wire you the money or . . . overnight you a check. You tell me.” 
 
    He leaned back and stretched one arm across the back of his sofa. With the other he swirled his drink.  
 
    “A check? Very funny. After all that driving running from me, and you step right into our trap. Not so smart.” 
 
    I tugged the minidress down and smiled at Victor. 
 
    “Smart enough to knock you unconscious. Want me to do it again?” 
 
    Nastia’s head whipped to mine and her eyes flashed a warning. 
 
    “The amount you owe me has gone up. Again.” 
 
    I remembered him telling me what the new price was to pay him off: me, for the summer. I’d be dead before I let that happen. I crossed my arms in front of my chest. My fear had vanished. 
 
    “Try to touch me again and I’ll smash your head in again.” He took a gulp of his drink and wiped his mouth with his shirt cuff.  
 
    “You got lucky—that vase fell.” 
 
    “I made it fall. I can make things happen, Victor. Make things move without touching them. Just ask Nastia.” 
 
    Nastia looked visibly rattled. She eased away from me.  
 
    He sneered at me. “Go ahead—use your magic and fly away!”  
 
    Nastia laughed. Victor glanced at her and chuckled. “So much like her.” He approached me and stroked my cheek with the back of his hand. I jerked my face away. “Same perfume even.” He slid a hand to the small of my back and pulled me closer to him. 
 
    Nastia’s blank expression betrayed no emotion.  
 
    “I found the dove, Victor! She had it on her.” 
 
    “Good. Put it in the safe.” 
 
    My eyes pleaded with her. I mouthed the words, “Call your son. CALL ALEXEI!” but she just glared at me. I counted at least three doorways to the balcony that wrapped around the boat. We were already sailing away from the shore, but we weren’t going fast—I could probably swim back to the marina if I jumped soon.  
 
    Terror swirled in my stomach. There were no sirens blaring, no police lights flashing on the dock. Just the clanking of boats and the cry of seabirds. Where were they? Maybe Maya didn’t get my text. Maybe she was out with Evan, at a movie.  
 
    I was doomed. 
 
    Victor picked up a phone on the wall and barked something in Russian. The engine revved up and the room tilted as the yacht pulled away into Richardson Bay, which led out to greater San Francisco Bay—and the ocean beyond that.  
 
    He cursed into the phone in Russian. 
 
    “Nastia!” he yelled, and she jumped. “Take her to my cabin.” Nastia waved me over to her. Evgeny blocked the door so I had to brush past him. His lips twisted up into a sneer.  
 
    “See you, Lana.”  
 
    I shivered and followed Nastia down a different set of stairs. We entered a cavernous room with a low bed covered with a black silk comforter, maroon walls, garish gold and black carpet, and black lacquer everything. There was a sculpture on a pillar of a nude, writhing woman holding a snake. It was carved out of what looked like blood-red marble.  
 
    The only thing missing was the white Persian cat every movie villain owns. 
 
    Nastia marched over to one wall and pressed a button. Part of the wall slid open to reveal a fully stocked bar. The floor under our feel swayed. I didn’t have much time before we hit open ocean. Outside the portholes, the lights of San Francisco twinkled. We’d be sailing under the Golden Gate Bridge within the hour.  
 
    Nastia picked up a bottle filled with clear liquid and filled a tall crystal shot glass to the brim. She held it out to me.  
 
    “No, thanks,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged and tipped the glass into her mouth. She poured another and held it out to me. 
 
    “Better to drink.” 
 
    “Better for both of us if you get me out of here.” 
 
    She tossed back the shot and then jumped again when Victor loomed in the doorway. His black eyes casually appraised me like I was a new trinket he’d acquired. Which I was.  
 
    He went over to the cabinet and slid the heavy silver watch off his hairy wrist.  
 
    The door clicked shut and I realized with horror that Nastia had abandoned us. Victor hit a switch and the lights dimmed. He padded over to the bed and patted the glossy black silk next to him. He grinned at me, showing off his small gray teeth. The scar across his nose deepened when he smiled. I shivered and rubbed my arms. 
 
    “I am worth millions, Victor. Let me pay you, and then let me go. Or I promise, you will regret it.” 
 
    He unbuttoned the top button of his shirt and leaned back on the bed. “I had to get fifteen stitches in my head.” He rubbed the back of his buzzed scalp. “I lost a loyal employee because of you. My Lamborghinis were damaged. I went to a lot of trouble to find you. You should be begging me for mercy.” 
 
    I shivered. “Fine, I’ll beg. Please let me go—I’m only eighteen!” 
 
    His lips parted and his tongue ran over his teeth. “Nastia was younger than that when I discovered her.” 
 
    I shifted nervously—there was no window in the room big enough to fit through, and I doubted any of them opened anyway. My intestines twisted into tight knots. I realized I was hyperventilating and the room was starting to tilt and spin. The engines roared. Out the portholes, the bridge glittered in the clear evening air. Was help on the way? Even if it was, by the time police tracked the boat down, it would be too late. Victor would have already done what he planned to do to me. 
 
    I was not going to let that happen. I subtly looked around the room for a suitable weapon. There was a half-empty vodka bottle sitting on the bar. That would have to do. 
 
    “Come sit next to me, Lana.” Then I saw it—the corkscrew wine opener on the shelf behind the bar. The curled steel worm ended in a sharp point.  
 
    “All right, let me just pour myself a shot. Nastia said this vodka was amazing.” Victor’s eyes seemed to light up. I turned my back to him and poured the vodka into a shot glass with one hand as I quietly palmed the corkscrew. There was nowhere in my dress to hide it, so I kept it hidden in my hand. I whirled around and held the hand with the corkscrew behind my back. I sipped the drink. The ice-cold liquid burned my lungs. “Delicious,” I lied. 
 
    I had to force myself to walk towards him. My heart raced. I’d never stabbed anyone before. I’d have to aim for his neck, and I’d only have one chance. My hands shook as I sat next to him. If I missed, I’d die. Painfully. 
 
    Any second, I’d hear sirens and a police boat would pull up alongside the yacht. A SWAT team would board the boat. Rescue me. 
 
    If not, I’d have to rescue myself. 
 
    He ran a rough finger down my arm. I fought the powerful urge to recoil.  
 
    “Lana, I want to be nice. But I can also be . . . not so nice. If you try anything like last time, I will be forced to have Evgeny make you be nice. You don’t want that, do you?” I shook my head and sipped my vodka. “Sometimes, I let him have a turn.” He traced a finger along my jawline from my chin to my ear. “I owe him a favor.” 
 
    He’s trying to scare you. Just buy time. Get him comfortable. Buy time!  
 
    I threw my shoulders back and smiled at him.  
 
    “Bad news, Victor. I called the police before I got on your boat. If you let me go now, maybe they’ll go easier on you.”  
 
    He laughed. “We’ll be at the Channel Islands in an hour to switch boats. By the time anyone knows you’re gone, we’ll be in Mexican waters.” Switching boats. Mexico. “You don’t understand, Lana. This is not about money. Not anymore.” His angry grimace shifted and his features collapsed into a sheepish grin. “It’s about you.” He traced the path of my tears down my cheeks with his clammy fingers, each as thick as a sausage link. “You, Lana. Just you.”  
 
    I twisted my head away from his fingers. He grabbed the back of my head with his meaty grip and sank his fingers into my neck. He moved his hand to the front of my neck and his grip loosened. I moved and it tightened. I froze and it loosened again. I gripped the corkscrew in my hand. My palm was sweaty—would it slip when I jammed it into his artery? Would I miss? I had to do it, fast.  
 
    “Ramona of course had other plans for you,” he said. “You’re safer with me on this boat than with my niece,” he chuckled. “You should be thanking me.” He smiled as he said it and grazed my cheek with the side of his hand. 
 
    “Please, Victor,” I whispered. 
 
    He gazed into my eyes. “Ever since I first saw you that day, in your school uniform—you make me feel young.” He rubbed his nose and squinted his eyes. 
 
    A well of bile swirled in my stomach and my skin felt hot and sticky. “You treat all your girlfriends like this? Kidnap them, terrorize them, send assassins after them?” My throat was dry—terror had a dehydrating effect. He ran his hand from my ear down the side of my neck to my shoulder to the strap of my dress. He brushed the arm holding the corkscrew. My arm tensed like a spring. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to get hurt. Sending Arkady was Ramona’s idea. I will do anything you ask, Lana. Except . . . let you go.” He slipped a finger under the strap of the mini dress and pulled it down. “Because now you are mine.” He stroked my bare shoulder and I started trembling so hard I thought I would die. Hot breath that stunk of vodka blistered the skin on my neck. “I can do this the easy way, or the hard way. I like the hard way, but I don’t think you will. And I want you to like it.” His voice was a slurring hiss. He sounded drunker than before.  
 
    He bent to kiss my shoulder. The touch of his lips on my skin triggered overwhelming nausea. His ear was just an inch from my mouth. I gripped the sharp silver point between my fingers. The back of his neck was exposed. All I had to do was jam it in as hard as I could. Do it! Do it now! You’ll have to kill him instantly. If he screams, Evgeny will come. I took a deep breath and raised my arm up away from him as high as it could go. “Okay, Victor.”  
 
    I tensed my arm in the air above his neck, ready to strike, as he nuzzled my shoulder. Just before I plunged it down, his hand flew up. He squeezed my hand, crushing it until I screamed and dropped the corkscrew. The corners of his mouth turned down and his upper lip flared up, exposing his teeth. He looked at the corkscrew on the bed. He picked it up and smiled at me. Then he tossed it to the floor. 
 
    “So the hard way then?” He pressed his hand to my throat and started to choke me. My hands scratched at his grip. “Fine. Better for me.” I couldn’t talk with his hand at my throat. He pushed me down and a suffocating weight pressed against me. I screamed again, this time soundlessly. 
 
    I’d lost.  
 
    Then, something flashed through the air—a red blur just inches from my face. There was a terrifying crunching sound and Victor’s body went completely limp. I gasped for air and wriggled out from under him. His body was dead weight. I rolled off the bed and landed on my stomach on the carpeted floor, heaving and coughing. 
 
    Nastia stood at the foot of the bed. The glossy red sculpture of the naked, writing lady dangled from her hands upside down. Dark red blood dripped off the statue’s head onto the white carpet. 
 
    “How did you know?” she asked me in a quiet voice. 
 
    My heart was pounding so hard my ribs hurt. I scrambled to my feet and pulled my dress down. The white fabric was splattered with drops of bright red blood. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Alexei! My son! How did you know?” 
 
    Victor was sprawled on his back on the silk duvet, his meaty face gray, his mouth hanging open, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. Blood seeped out of the caved-in dent in his head, a flap of torn scalp hanging down and exposing the white of his skull. A thick splatter of blood droplets and what looked like bits of bone decorated the gray silk headboard. I grabbed his wrist and felt for his pulse.  
 
    “Tell me if he’s still alive.” She pulled a small silver revolver from her pants.  
 
    I tried to imagine what Evgeny and his friends would do when they saw him. 
 
    She let the statue slip out of her hands, where it landed with a thunk on the carpet. She stared at me, her eyes wild. “Alexei is alive! I talked to him! Tell me how you knew!” 
 
    “I told you, I know things.” What was the point of hiding the truth from her? The situation was so wild, she might actually believe me. “The dead tell me their secrets.”  
 
    I imagined Evgeny barging in, seeing Victor. I wondered if he’d shoot us and then toss us in the water. Or would he torture us first? How did Russian gangsters treat traitors who murder their bosses?  
 
    Maybe the police are on the way. 
 
    The water would be so cold.  
 
    Nastia was walking around the bed, spitting on Victor’s body from various angles. 
 
    I shivered. “We have to get out of here RIGHT NOW.” 
 
    She stared at me with a strange, awestruck expression. “Victor lied to me! He told me my son was dead!” Tears ran down both her cheeks leaving shiny tracks through her thick makeup. “But he’s alive!” She clutched me to her and sobbed onto my shoulder. “Please forgive me.” She sank to her knees and wrapped her arms around my ankles. “Forgive me, I beg you!” She started crying and mumbling what sounded like a prayer in Russian.  
 
    I sent a silent thank you to Georgette. The information she’d whispered to me had made Nastia my new best friend. 
 
    I shushed her and pulled her to her feet. “Cry later. When we’re not dead.” She blinked and composed herself. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, leaving a bloody streak over one of her eyes.  
 
    I ran over to the door and pressed my ear up to it. The hallway outside was quiet. 
 
    “How do we get out of here without anyone seeing us?” I asked.  
 
    “I know a way.” Without her makeup, Nastia looked younger, but pale and tired. Dark circles rimmed her eyes. A long scar marred her left cheek. What had her life with Victor been like? 
 
    I peeked out the darkened port hole—to my shock, we were about to sail right under the Golden Gate Bridge. The massive pylons at the northern tip of the city glowed orange in the floodlights. A huge full moon broke through the clouds and shined on the water. Good—if I ended up in the water maybe someone would see me. But there was no sign of a rescue. No police boats. No other boats around at all. 
 
    If I jumped, I’d last maybe twenty minutes in the water. If I could swim that long. I saw the phone by the bed.  
 
    “I have to call my friends. I need to know if they’re coming.” I ran to the side of the bed and lifted the phone receiver and held it to my ear. 
 
    Nastia saw me. “No, stop!” she screamed. 
 
    The voice on the phone spoke Russian. All I heard was, “Dah, Victor? Victor?” I gasped and hung up. 
 
    Nastia’s eyes narrowed. “It calls the pilot on the bridge. There is no direct line out!” She cursed in Russian. “Now they will come.” 
 
    “What did you think would happen after you killed your boss?” 
 
    She glared at me. “I saved you from him. Now I will save you from them. Come.”  
 
    There was a loud banging on the door. We both froze. 
 
    Evgeny called out, “Victor! Everything okay?” 
 
    My heart rocketed in my chest. What could we say?  
 
    Nastia gripped my forearm and her talons dug into my skin. “Speak, Lana! Say something.” 
 
    He banged on the door. “Victor, you called Mikhael. You okay? Is Nastia with you? I can’t find her.” The doorknob rattled from the outside. 
 
    A heavy ball of fear formed in my stomach. Nastia ran to the bed and yanked the black silk duvet with Victor’s corpse until it rolled off the bed with a tremendous thump. 
 
    “What was that?” Arkady shouted. 
 
    “Oh, hey Arkady!” I called out. I hoped he wouldn’t hear the tremor in my voice. “I was just getting out of the bed and . . . I tripped.” He snickered. Nastia covered Victor with the duvet and piled the pillows so they hid the bloodstains on the headboard. 
 
    “Let me in! I need to talk to Victor.”  
 
    “He’s in the tub. I’m about to join him.” I said. Nastia nodded, and bolted into the bathroom. She ran back holding a black silk bathrobe and tossed it to me. The late Victor Savitch really loved black silk. “Ah, hang on, I just have to put something on.” 
 
    There was no time to take my blood-spattered dress off, so I pulled the robe on over it and tightened the belt.  
 
    Nastia pulled out her gun and stepped behind the open bathroom door. Evgeny rattled the door knob until I unlocked it and pulled it open.  
 
    He rushed in. “Victor?” 
 
    I yelled towards the direction of the bathroom, “Victor, it’s Evgeny! I’ll take care of him.” I smiled at him and tried to appear calm while my heart was beating a thousand beats per minute. He eyeballed me in the robe and then took in the disarray on the bed. A sly smile played on his lips. From his angle, he couldn’t see his boss’s corpse lying next to the bed. My life depended on him keeping his eyes on me.  
 
    I bit my lip and looked up at him through my eyelashes. “Victor said I should be nice to you.”  
 
    His eyes widened. “How about now?” He tugged at the belt around the robe. I took a step away and shook my finger at him. The engine churned below the floor and I could feel the yacht pulling into heavier waves. We’d be out of the bay soon. I glanced at the bathroom door where Nastia was hiding. Evgeny stepped closer to me. I ignored the acrid cigarette breathe and prayed. He leaned in and his breath stung my eyes. 
 
    “There is blood on your face.” He peered closely at me. 
 
    I frantically wiped my cheek with the sleeve of the robe, but his hand shot out and pulled the belt loose. 
 
    The silky robe flapped open. 
 
    When he saw my bloody dress, his eyes widened and he yelled something in Russian.  
 
    There was a flash of movement behind his head.  
 
    “Lana, get down!” Nastia cried. I threw myself to the floor and a split second later there was a sharp bang. I scrambled away as Evgeny crumpled to the carpet in a heap. Nastia yanked me to my feet and we ran for the door without looking back at him, my silk robe flapping, warm blood spatters on my feet. 
 
    My heart was a pulsing supernova of panic as we bolted down a hallway and a short metal staircase. The noise of the engine throbbed in the air to the same wild staccato as the blood pounding in my head. We turned and ran down another narrow hallway. She was about to shove open a heavy silver door marked EMERGENCY EXIT when I spotted something on the wall.  
 
    I recognized what it was. The Eleanor Rigby had one, too. An emergency beacon! 
 
    “Wait!” I flipped up the metal plate, and pushed the heavy red switch to SEND CALL.  
 
    “Lana!” she screamed over the whine of the engines. I followed her through the door and then there was cold salty spray in my face and wind whipping through my hair.  
 
    We were on a tiny service deck at the rear of the boat, just a few feet above the waves. The Golden Gate bridge loomed overhead. We were about to pass under it—sailing through the same unforgiving waters that had killed my mother, chewed her body up and spat her out, along with so many others who’d made the same tragic choice.  
 
    I tightened the silk robe around my shivering body, but it offered zero warmth. We clutched the wet metal railing as the yacht plowed through choppy water. A few feet away an enormous Russian flag flapped in the wind, clanking as it moved on the flagpole that jutted out from the stern.  
 
    In the distance, I thought I spottded a red flashing light, just off the coast of the Marin Headlands. 
 
    “Now what?” I asked. 
 
    “Now we pray,” Nastia said. “Here.” She dug into the pocket of her pants and pulled something out. “For luck.” 
 
    My dove glinted in her palm. “Thank you.” I pulled the chain over my head and sent out a silent prayer to the universe—and my godmother—for help.  
 
    The boat went over a bigger wave as we passed under the bridge. The red light by the coast wasn’t receding in the distance. 
 
    And it was flashing. 
 
    “How many others on board?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Pilot, a cook, two guards. They were all drinking—probably won’t look for Victor until morning.” She pointed to the flashing red light. “Look!” 
 
    Shouts split the air above our heads. Loud voices, yelling in Russian. Nastia craned her neck, listening, and cursed. “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “He’s not dead.” She pressed her body back to the doorway of the ledge.  
 
    “Victor??” It couldn’t be. She’d bashed a hole through his skull. 
 
    “No, Evgeny!” she hissed.  
 
    A voice rang out right above our heads. A spotlight searched the water right behind the yacht—just a few feet from where we crouched, huddled on the ledge.  
 
    “Nastia! I see you, you whore! Now I kill you and other little bitch!” 
 
    I looked up—they were right above us. I ducked back under the narrow ledge. The red lights of the boat in the distance looked slightly closer, but still much too far to matter. 
 
    Then, someone pounded on the door behind us.  
 
    “We might have to jump.” 
 
    She looked at me, her eyes wide. “I’m not good swimmer.”  
 
    The door behind us shook as someone bashed it again. It sounded like they were hitting it with a battering ram.  
 
    “Get ready to jump!” I yelled, over the noise of the engine. In the distance, a faint siren wailed. Was it coming from the boat with flashing red lights? 
 
    Wood splintered with an ear-piercing crack. Evgeny, wild eyed, staggered through the doorway carrying a heavy metal fire extinguisher. He swung it at me and I ducked, then threw myself into the water. 
 
    It was like getting swallowed by the night. I fought my way to the surface and gasped at the frigid temperature. I watched as Nastia screamed and struggled with Evgeny on the tiny platform. Her mouth bit down on his hand and then she jumped too, disappearing into the inky depths. 
 
    I fought through chop and the tangle of silk around my legs until I found her. “Nastia! Are you okay?” Her eyes shone orange in the lights from a nearby buoy and she hyperventilated. 
 
    “My leg! I think I’m shot!” 
 
    “Just try to float. We’re going to be okay.” We had a very small chance of being okay but reassuring her made me feel less panicky.  
 
    A wave swept over our heads and she emerged sputtering and coughing. I knew if I got too close to her she could grab me, and in her panic, drown us both. I stayed within shouting range as we dog paddled through wave after wave.  
 
    Victor’s boat sped out to sea. Panic threatened to overwhelm my brain, then I remembered my secret weapon.  
 
    “Georgette,” I pleaded. “Please help us! Aide-moi! Do something!” My lungs ached in the cold and my throat burned. I couldn’t feel my toes anymore.  
 
    Clouds over the city moved, and the moon appeared. The surface of the sea turned silver in the light. Even the water seemed to calm down. A blue and white boat with bright red flashing lights approached. 
 
    Nastia barely held her face above the water. Her eyes were wide with fright and she muttered to herself in Russian. It sounded like she was praying. The boat was fifty feet away, then thirty, then twenty.  
 
    The police boat passed within a few feet of us—and kept going. It shot past us as it chased Victor’s yacht out to sea. 
 
    “Georgette!” I screamed. 
 
    Then, like magic, that familiar feeling of calm joy flooded my body. I gasped as renewed strength raced through my arms and legs, and I felt newly buoyant. 
 
    I kicked over to Nastia in time to see her slip below the surface. I grabbed her from behind and flipped onto my back. I managed to hold her across my legs. She was unconscious. I prayed for either death or a miracle. And then a loud engine was roaring behind us, men were shouting, and muscular, neoprene-covered arms were hauling me out of the water. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Lacus Felicitatis ~ Lake of Happiness 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was breaking dawn over the city. Through the windows, soft pink light crept over the bay. 
 
    “Wow, it feels like I haven’t been home in years.” 
 
    Alexander’s spacious loft apartment in Pacific Heights was quiet and dark.  
 
    “Where’s my dad?”  
 
     “He moved back to Glen Ellen a few days ago. Cesar is helping him convert his garage into a studio.”  
 
    Alexander hadn’t left my side since the police boat brought us to dry land. We’d watched Nastia loaded into an ambulance. The cops had wanted me to stick around, but once Alexander explained who I was—and how much I was worth—they agreed to let me go home and come back for an interview later.  
 
    I’d finally get to tell them everything I knew about Victor Savitch. 
 
    “Thank you for not calling him tonight. I don’t even want to tell him what just happened—he has a bad heart. He couldn’t handle it.” 
 
    “You just need to go to sleep.” But I wasn’t tired. I was wired on adrenaline and profound relief—Victor was officially dead, and I was officially still alive. 
 
    He led me in to his bedroom. For once, I wasn’t in an unfamiliar hotel room. It was his personal bedroom. It felt deeply intimate to be there with him. Would we be sharing a room again? A bed? 
 
    “Actually, is it okay if I take a shower? I smell like ocean and I never want to smell   ocean again.” He nodded and pointed to his bathroom door. I stripped off the oversized scrubs the ENT had hurriedly handed me to replace my wet clothes, and took the fastest shower I could. I dried off, combed my hair, rubbed some toothpaste around in my mouth using my finger, and then pulled the scrubs back on.   
 
    When I emerged from the bathroom, Alexander had changed into a t-shirt and sweat pants and was sitting on the bed.  
 
    “Feel better?” He glanced at my ridiculous outfit and laughed. “For a girl who goes shopping all the time, you are chronically short of pajamas. Let me find you something to sleep in.” The cops had retrieved my phone and my bag from the boat for me, but everything I’d worn on the plane had vanished in the chaos. Alexander disappeared into his closet while I looked around. His room was simple and elegant. The walls were pale gray and the crisp moldings along the ceiling a creamy dove white. 
 
    “Did my dad sleep here when he was staying here?”  
 
    “No, he stayed in the guest room. The security guy slept on the couch.”  
 
    “At least my dad won’t need a bodyguard anymore.” He hurried out of the closet and stared at me like I was crazy.  
 
    “Did you forget that your lovely stepmother is still at large? Do you really think Victor’s death will make her stop?”  
 
    I winced. “I can’t do that to Eden. I know what growing up without a mother is like.” 
 
    Even though her mother was worthless, Eden was too innocent to visit her mother in prison. I refused to put her through that.  
 
    Unless I had no choice. 
 
    He tossed me a t-shirt and a pair of boxers. “I asked the Pierre to overnight your clothes before I left. They should be here tomorrow. For now, this’ll have to do.” 
 
    I stood up and slipped my hands into the waistband of the stiff hospital scrub pants. “Turn around.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow but did as I asked. I slid the scratchy scrubs off and pulled on his crisp white boxers and silky undershirt.  
 
    “Okay, I’m done.” I crawled onto the bed and collapsed onto an impossibly plush pillow. The electric thrill of being on his bed jolted me. How was I supposed to sleep? “Tell me again how you did it. How you found me.” 
 
    He sat next to me and lifted my foot into his lap. He gently stroked it as he spoke. “When I landed at SFO, I saw Maya had been calling me frantically. Which usually means you’re in trouble. She read me your text, but the police didn’t know which marina you were in. But I did—you told me how he’d asked you to meet him there after your graduation.” 
 
    He gently massaged my bare foot. “By the time I got to the marina in Sausalito, it was chaos. They’d gotten an emergency distress signal from a boat out on the bay.” 
 
    “That was me! I did that!” 
 
    “So they sent one of theirs to chase it down. They made me wait onshore.” He looked at me. “It was the worst hour of my life. The worst, Lana.” 
 
    What I’d put him through. Even running away and flying home hadn’t helped. All I did was cause trouble. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I left New York like that. I’m sorry for everything I put you through. I’m way too much trouble—you should stay far away from me.” 
 
    He nodded and squeezed my foot. “True. I’m just a really good friend, I guess.” He winked at me. “Plus you know me—I like risky situations.”  
 
    Friends. We were just friends. I had to remember that. We were friends and that was all we would ever be.  
 
    “Well, thank you. And yes, you are my friend.” I took a deep breath and slid my hand into his. “My best friend.” 
 
    He ran his finger up the bottom of my foot as his eyes burned into mine. A shiver ran through my entire body. I cleared my throat and changed the subject. “I still don’t understand how the divers spotted us in the water. It was so dark.” 
 
    His eyes fell to my chest, where the diamond dove hung just above the neckline of his borrowed shirt.  
 
    “I talked to the guy who’d spotted you. He said he was scanning the water, in case anyone had gone overboard, when he saw something sparkling in the water. Something that looked like metal. He must have seen this.” Alexander lifted the pendant up like he was weighing it with his hand. “He told me he would have missed you if it hadn’t caught his eye.” 
 
    The Dove of Justice had endangered my life, and then saved it.  
 
    Perfect justice.  
 
    He sprawled out on his side and looked at me. “This is probably the wrong time to ask, but why did you run off on me like that?” I winced. Did it even matter anymore that his older stepsister seduced him when he was sixteen? Was that supposed to scare me?  
 
    The parts of my brain that were still able to be frightened had gotten smaller. Experience and terror had cauterized my fear regions in my cortex.  
 
    The thing that scared me most was not death or dying—not anymore.  
 
    It was the idea of life without Alexander. 
 
    “Gretchen came to see me at the hotel.” I took a deep breath. Our faces were so close. “She told me something . . . and I guess I freaked out.” 
 
    “Told you what?” 
 
    I hesitated. His eyes widened and then he closed his eyes. He groaned and rolled over onto his back. 
 
    And then, like an impossible puzzle being unlocked, I solved the Alexander riddle. His whole life—the girls, the women, the older women, why he’d resorted to celibacy—it was all because of Gretchen.  
 
    Because of what she’d done to him.  
 
    And then there was me. I was the first age-appropriate girl he’d met in a long time. With me, he wasn’t acting out his illicit teenage affair. With me, he was just normal. 
 
    I was his escape from that cycle.  
 
    A thousand pounds lifted off my shoulders and I suddenly felt like I was floating. I reached for him, to reassure him, to show him I didn’t care. But his whole demeanor had changed. He stiffened and sat up on the end of bed, his back to me. He didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Alexander? It’s okay—I don’t care! I thought I did—but I don’t.” 
 
    “She shouldn’t have told you. I can’t believe she told you.” His voice was strained. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. He cradled his head in his hands. 
 
    “But that’s not why I left New York!” I cried. “I don’t care what happened when you were sixteen.” I scrambled off the bed and stood in front of him but he refused to look at me. “I left because . . . she made me doubt myself! She made me doubt how I feel about you. She knows you so well, so much better than I do—” 
 
    “She thinks she does, Lana. But she doesn’t,” he snapped. 
 
    I knelt on the floor at his knees. He stared at his hands, squeezing them into tight fists and pressing them into his thighs.  
 
    After the struggle with Victor, the struggle not to drown in the ocean, I found myself in yet another struggle—but this one felt more desperate. Something was at stake that went beyond pure survival. Another person’s soul was at stake. Something shameful had been revealed, and I had the power to absolve him—or condemn him forever. 
 
     “This is NOT about what happened between you and your stepsister.” I took a deep breath to steady myself. I sat back on the carpet and looked up at him. I was filled with jittery adrenaline. “Can’t you even look at me?” 
 
    He lifted his gaze and met my eyes. I swallowed hard and forced myself to go on. “From the very beginning, I thought you were helping Severine because you felt some silly obligation to a young, clueless, distant cousin. Then I dragged you on a stupid road trip. Totaled your car. I refused to believe you . . .  liked me. Why would someone like you—like me? All Gretchen had to do was tell me all the things I’d been telling myself the whole time! She made me believe, just for a moment, that you were just acting like you liked me, to get back at your father, or for . . . ” 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief. His eyes were full of pain. “Oh. For your money.” 
 
    “Yeah—but I don’t believe that! It’s what she tried to make me think!” 
 
    “But . . . you left.”  
 
    I put my head on his legs and sobbed.  
 
    “Don’t you get it? Someone like you would never like someone like me—there had to another reason you were so nice to me! It was easy to believe her. I know it sounds lame and pathetic, like I’m begging for validation. But it’s the truth, I swear. And I was wrong.” All the pent-up terror and fear and exhaustion and heartbreak welled out of me in a tidal wave of emotion. His sweatpants were soon damp with my tears.  
 
    I wanted him to know how I felt about him, how much I loved him, but I still couldn’t say the words. “I’m so sorry I thought that about you,” I whispered. “Please forgive me.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you, Lana. Who’d want a boyfriend like me? Someone who dated their own sister? And then made a move on their cousin? I must make you sick.”  
 
    Boyfriend? He said boyfriend. 
 
    “Not your sister—your stepsister. And you were so young! It’s not your fault. It’s hers.” I looked up at him pleading with my eyes. His body softened.  
 
    “The Gretchen thing—no one else knows about it. It was the worst mistake I ever made. By a lot.” 
 
    Tears fell down my face and I didn’t bother to wipe them. “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    He reached over and took my hand. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m okay. None of it matters anymore. I thought she’d grown up, gotten less weird, but I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    She’d hurt us both. But we had each other. 
 
    “I know a little bit about crazy stepsisters. A lot actually.” 
 
    He smiled and pushed my hair out of my eyes. I could see myself in a mirror hanging on a wall above his dresser. I was as white as the t-shirt I wore—except for the dark shadows under my eyes.  
 
    “We should introduce them,” he said. He gave me a rueful smile. 
 
    “They’d kill each other,” I said. “So we should definitely get them together.” He laughed, finally. His amber eyes were bottomless pools of light. If I looked too long, I’d drown—this time for real.  
 
    He pulled me up from my knees and hoisted me onto the bed. We sat facing each other, our knees touching. “I want to say something else, just so we’re clear. I don’t care about your money. I have enough money, I make a lot of money. I’m really good at what I do and I work hard. I don’t need your inheritance—or Elijah’s. Gretchen wants you to think I’m just like her, but I’m not. I have zero interest in your massive, obscene pile of money—other than making sure you actually get it. And I accomplished what I set out to do.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” I asked. His mouth opened in surprise. I remembered how his lips had felt the last time we’d kissed in New York. My heart raced. The air between us got warmer. 
 
    He raked his fingers through my hair. “I liked being next to you, all those hours on the road. I miss it. Because, Lana—you’re my best friend, too.” 
 
    I’d survived Ramona and Victor and all the rest and here was Alexander and he was mine. Was I dreaming? I felt giddy and a little delirious from lack of sleep. I leaned forward and pressed him down on the bed with my hands. 
 
    “Next to you? Is that the only position you can think of?” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up and he gripped my waist with both hands. “What did those Russian gangsters teach you?” He flipped me onto my back and started kissing my neck. I sank my fingers into his thick hair. He pressed his mouth to mine tenderly. A terrifying, powerful emotion flickered through me like an electric shock. I started kissing him frantically, but he pulled away.  
 
    His dimples deepened. “I’ve been thinking. I know what you need, Lana.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Someone who can run after you on your wild adventures. Keep you from harming yourself and others.” 
 
    I laughed, but inside I was quivering. “I can hire bodyguards to do that.” 
 
    “Or just find a nice guy and settle down.” My breathing stilled. “Like a boyfriend.” All the extreme stress of the last twelve hours evaporated and was replaced with a heady, thrilling excitement. It tasted sweet. I let the delicious feeling sweep over me and I shivered with joy.  
 
    I tried to keep my voice light, but I was dancing on the edge of the abyss. “What do boyfriends offer these days?” His smile faded and his expression became pensive. 
 
    “Loyalty. Honesty. They drive you anywhere you tell them.” 
 
    I pretended to consider that, like I was thinking it over, when inside I was screaming YES OF COURSE.  
 
    “And as your girlfriend, what would I need to do?” I expected him to come back with one of his usual flirty remarks. Instead, his eyes darkened.  
 
    “Not die.”  
 
    An icy chill cartwheeled down my back. An intense, almost frightening magnetism vibrated between us. I’d lost the battle with his tractor beams ages ago; I was slowly being torn apart from the sheer magnetic force of him. The tension between us sounded like an air force jet screaming overhead that no one else could hear. My breath caught in my throat. I hadn’t slept properly in days but was so wide awake I could feel every hair on my arm. 
 
    His lips pulled up at one side and the shadows of his dimples deepened. His eyes gleamed. I realized I loved his dimples and would do anything to see them more. I needed to make him laugh more often. No more scary adventures. 
 
    Suddenly my cheek was slippery against his as I hugged him. 
 
    “Cheer up, Lana.” 
 
    I buried my face in his shoulder. “I don’t know why I’m crying. I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “I know what else to do.” Then he kissed me and all words and reason and logic vaporized, along with our clothing. All that was left was an ancient instinct unlocked by the powerful chemistry between us. He teased and tormented me with his mouth, his tongue, his fingers. He refused to let me touch him until he’d made me arch my back and smother my face with a pillow to muffle my wild cries.  
 
    Twice.  
 
    Finally, finally he allowed me to touch him. I did to him what he’d done to me until he groaned and whispered my name and his hands slid over my back and shoulders and his fingers dug into my wrists. He gently smoothed my hair away from my face and I tried again to tell him my deep secret—that I’d loved him almost since I first saw him. I’d loved him for so long that it was strange he didn’t know.  
 
    I held my palm to his cheek—he was no statue. He was hot to the touch, a living, breathing boy. Then he gathered me in his arms under the sheet and the heat from his skin warmed my back and flooded through my body to my chest.  
 
    The peace and calm I’d craved for so many horrible hours crept through me until I thought I would burst with joy. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Sinus Amoris ~ Bay of Love 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cracked one eye open and marveled at yet another unfamiliar bedroom. It’s hard to keep up when you wake up somewhere new every day. The clock said it was past noon. 
 
    You are in San Francisco. Victor Savitch kidnapped you but you got away. You’re in HIS bed and you have zero clothes on.  
 
    Victor was dead. I was alive. I was rich. And there was no more denying it—Alexander and I were maybe, possibly a thing. I spotted my t-shirt in a ball on the floor and crept out of the bed. I grabbed it and turned around.  
 
    He was wide awake and watched me with interest. 
 
    “If you want to scamper around naked in front of me, that’s fine, but don’t expect to ever leave this room.” I tugged his shirt over my head and crossed my arms.  
 
    “Uh, okay.” 
 
    “That was fun,” he said with an impish look on his face. “Not the rescuing you from the Russian mafia part—that part sucked. The part after that part.” I nodded and felt my cheeks heat up. “I’ll say this, Lana. Life is not boring with you.” 
 
    “I will try to be more boring,” I vowed. 
 
    He sat up and pushed the sheet down to his waist. His glossy dark hair stuck straight up and his dimpled deepened. “I’m pretty sure it’s impossible for you to ever be boring.” He crossed his arms behind his head, leaned back against the headboard, and grinned. It was one thing to be close to him in the dark, tangled under a sheet, but in the light of day, his body made my heart ache.  
 
    I got up and wandered around his room, examining the framed photos on the wall above his dresser. In one, he was a young, grinning teenager in a gray dress military uniform. Alexander at West Point. In another photo, he was a little boy with no front teeth with his dad Peter on a boat. 
 
    “You were adorable.” 
 
    “Still am.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Don’t you have to go?” I asked. “Like, to work? It’s a weekday. At least I think it is.”  
 
    “In a minute. Hey, Lana?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “You never answered my question.” 
 
    “What question?” 
 
    “You interested in a boyfriend?” Something bloomed in my chest like a firework exploding in the night sky, filling the dark edges with color and light and heat. He grinned sheepishly at me. “I promise I’ll be better than that other guy. Kirby or whatever his name was.” 
 
    “Caleb. You couldn’t be worse, trust me.”  
 
    “I’ll be a lot better,” he said softly. “I won’t ever hurt you. You know that, right?” 
 
    I nodded. Until you break up with me, that is. I pushed the negative thought away. No more of that, I decided. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    What do you even say when your real life starts to exceed your wildest dreams? 
 
    “I think you’re crazy. But . . . I accept.” I ran my hand down his arm. His skin was still warm from sleep. When my fingers touched his palm, his hand closed around mine. “And we don’t tell anyone, right?” I asked. “I mean, how will it work? You know, the whole cousin thing.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my lips to the warm skin below his ear. He groaned and we kissed and rolled around for a minute when his phone buzzed on the side table next to the bed.  
 
    “Shit, hang on.” He glanced at the phone. “Back to reality. Gotta go.” He scrambled out of bed and headed into the bathroom. I followed him. He stepped into the shower and turned on the water.  
 
    “I think I’ll go see my dad today. I need to tell him the good news about Victor.” Through the frosted glass I could just see the outline of his gorgeous body. I already missed it. I leaned against the sink countertop and casually watched.  
 
    You know, like girlfriends do. 
 
    “Of course, I’ll need to take a cab.”  
 
    “What exactly do you plan on wearing?” he asked. “Because I’m fresh out of hotel robes.” 
 
    “Good point. I haven’t thought that far ahead.” 
 
    “There’s a shop across the street, you can probably find something to wear for today. Oh—you can drive your Ferrari! It got delivered yesterday. It’s parked outside—new tires and all. Keys are on the hook by the front door.” 
 
    “What! That is awesome, thank you!” 
 
    “There’s more: Bannister FedExed paperwork for you to sign to my office. I’ll bring it back here tonight.” 
 
    “Ugh, more paperwork?” 
 
    “Being an heiress is hard work, I know. It’s your father’s final divorce agreement, your official new will, and your trust and estate plan. Once you sign and send them back, no one else can make a claim if something happens to you.” 
 
    “So Ramona will stop trying to kill me.” 
 
    “She’s not very good at it, is she? A bunch of Russians are dead or in jail, yet here you are.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to press charges against her? You’ve got plenty of evidence by now to get her in real trouble.” 
 
    In the steamy bathroom mirror, my cheeks were flushed and my lips looked fuller. The after effects of a night with Alexander. I ran my fingers through my matted hair and smoothed it down. “Not yet. As bad as Ramona sucks as a mother, I don’t want Eden to have to visit her in prison.” 
 
    He sighed. “Lana.” 
 
    “I can’t, okay? Forget it. So when will I see you?” 
 
    “Meet me here later—I’ll be back around six. We'll go out to dinner and celebrate your epic victory over the local Russian mafia don.” 
 
    “And then?” He stopped rinsing his hair and peeked out the glass shower door. He had a silly grin on his face. 
 
    “And then your big beautiful future begins.” A thrill reverberated through me. “We’ll start with a few more girlfriend lessons. But I have to say, you’re learning fast.” I filled a cup of cold water and dumped it into the shower, where it landed on his head. He yelped and I ran out of the bathroom, laughing. 
 
    # 
 
    I pressed the gas pedal and the Ferrari sped up Chauvet Road like it knew the way. My heart rocketed in my chest. I hadn’t been home since I’d fled weeks before, on the morning of my graduation. 
 
    On my eighteenth birthday. 
 
    It felt like it was a billion years ago. The Maranello’s new tires crunched over the gravel and the car bounced up our driveway. My mission was to calm my dad down after our short frantic phone call that morning, explain what happened with Victor without revealing too much, prove that I was not maimed or dismembered, and then get back to Alexander as fast as I could.  
 
    At dinner I was finally going to tell him how I felt. That I was in love with him. That I was his.  
 
    I gasped when I saw my little house. The roof was completely gone and the surviving walls were charred. One had collapsed. The brick chimney jutted up into the sky and the insides were black and gutted. Was that all that was left of our entire lives?  
 
    There were two other cars in the driveway. I recognized Cesar’s restored black Mustang and figured the other one must be my dad’s. An older Honda Civic. I shook my head thinking how it much it must have been killing him to drive it. I made a note to myself to buy him a new car. I knew he’d refuse my money, but he wouldn’t be able to refuse a gift from his daughter. 
 
    I parked and walked over to my mother’s rose garden. Her pristine lavender rose bushes were shriveled and brown and a thick layer of gray ash covered the soil. I trudged up the long drive that hugged the house and disappeared around a bend under the trees. The converted barn’s doors were thrown wide open and I heard hammering and a radio playing inside. I heard my dad’s voice and my heart leapt up into my throat. I hadn’t seen him in weeks, but it felt like years.  
 
    I didn’t want him to know exactly what had happened. How close I’d been the last few weeks to getting killed—or worse. Another stress-induced heart attack and then I’d officially be an orphan. I needed my father to live. 
 
    “Dad? It’s me!” I called.  
 
    “Lana!”  
 
    I started running towards the barn. I heard footsteps and then he was in front of me and we were hugging and crying. When we finally calmed down and looked around, wiping our eye and laughing, I saw Cesar standing behind him and I hugged him. “Great to see you in one piece, Lana. Maya can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    My dad looked me over. “Except for that haircut. My God, Lana, did Victor Savitch make you do that on his boat? Or did you join a cult?” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Short hair is trendy, Dad.” He raised his eyebrows. He looked like he’d lost weight, and there was more silver in his hair.  
 
    Heart attacks will do that to you. 
 
    “Guess it’ll grow.” He squinted and blew out a big breath. “That Victor—I should have killed him when I had the chance. When I think about you on his boat, because of me—” He wrapped me in another tight hug and whispered, “Can you ever forgive me, honey?” 
 
    My throat tight, I squeaked, “I know, Dad. It’s not your fault. Everything you did, you did for me. And it worked out okay.” I gently pushed him away and put a hand on his cheek. “Look at me! I’m fine. I’m alive. I’m healthy. And we are very, very, extremely rich. So relax and cheer up! We have literally nothing to worry about ever again.” 
 
    His jaw dropped and he stared at me. “Well, when you put it like that.” 
 
    It was true. The days of worrying and stressing about money, bills, tuition, scholarships, business loans—were over, once and for all. For the first time, I realized how incredibly liberating my new status as a millionaire was going to be. A shot of adrenaline raced through my veins.  
 
    I wanted to share the feeling with Alexander. If not for him, none of it would have been possible. And there was no one else I could talk to about it. No one else would understand what I’d gone through.  
 
    As if he could read my mind, my dad said, “Where’s Alexander? Thought he’d be with you.” 
 
    “He had to work.” 
 
    He shook his head and his voice cracked as he spoke. “I’ll never be able to thank that boy for what he did. Do you know he hired a security guard to stay with me at his place? An ex-special ops guy. Lana, I hope you were nice to that boy on your trip, because he’s the man.” 
 
    My cheeks pinked up and I avoided looking at Cesar. “Yes, Dad. I was.”  
 
    My dad peered at me. “But not too nice.” My cheeks flamed red and I rolled my eyes. Cesar roared with laughter. They gave me a tour of all the work they were doing in the barn. They’d converted the garage to a loft apartment, with a small kitchen, an office with a computer set up, and a basic bathroom. He’d even built out a small guest room for me to stay in. I didn’t want to tell him I’d probably be staying in the city . . . with my new boyfriend. I’d save that bit of info for another moment.  
 
    I noticed a newly built wall dividing the barn in half.  
 
    “What’s on the other side of the wall?” I asked. 
 
    My dad chuckled. “Well, why don’t you go see?” He pointed to a regular sized security door in the wall. I pushed the heavy door open and stepped into a brightly lit car garage, and they all followed me. Five gorgeous vintage cars were in various states of repair. 
 
    “You’re starting work again?”  
 
    “Cesar made some great finds recently, so we thought we’d get a new shop going. It’s all we know how to do.” 
 
    “Yup,” said Cesar. I almost leapt for joy. I’d expected to find a broken man, his career destroyed, but he seemed jubilant. Without a killer debt hanging around his neck, he was a new man. 
 
    “I want to be an early investor in your new shop. You know, with my inheritance. It’s actually mom’s money, so she’d want you to have it.”  
 
    “Okay, honey. We’ll talk about it later. Now please go check out that red Corvette.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. There was someone sitting in the Corvette.  
 
    Maya jumped out of the car and ran to me screaming. “Surprise!” I thought I would pass out as she squeezed me. “Lana, oh my God! We have soooooo much to discuss.” She backed away and looked at me, beaming. “Wow, your hair. I like it. And your outfit . . .  nice.”  
 
    The shop near Alexander’s apartment had been a super high-end boutique, complete with a snobby saleswoman who’d given me the stink eye when I’d shown up in a baggy pair of shorts and a sweatshirt I’d borrowed from Alexander. They’d reluctantly allowed me to try on a pair of slim, high-waisted black jeans and a snug t-shirt that cost as much as the jeans did. I couldn’t resist the soft black leather jacket I’d found. Maybe I wouldn’t lose or destroy it, like I’d done to all the others I’d acquired on the road. 
 
    Maya noticed my shoes and her eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t even know Prada made sneakers.” 
 
    “The better to run from the bad guys in," I said. 
 
    # 
 
    “Alexander is just super hot. It’s such a shame he’s your cousin, cause . . . oh man. How did you even sit in a car with him for so long without dying?” 
 
    We were exploring my burned-out house together. I bent down to pick something from the charred floor to hide my burning cheeks. “Maya, come on.” I spotted what looked like a piece of melted jewelry, but it was just a fork that had been reduced to a bent and twisted hunk of metal. “It turns out he’s not my cousin. I mean he is, but we’re not related by blood. His father, who’s my third cousin or something, is his step-dad.” I tossed the melted fork into the front yard, which was easy since there were no walls. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You guys are step cousins?” I nodded. “Not biological cousins?” I nodded again. She fist-pumped the air. “Please tell me you guys hooked up . . . did you?” 
 
    My three-second delay in answering her was all the answer she needed. “Holy shit, I KNEW IT! Driving cross country together, spending all that time together—he totally fell in love with you!” 
 
    “More like, the opposite.” I stared at my charred bed. There was nothing left in the room but black bits of furniture. “I need to have this house torn down. So depressing.” 
 
    She frowned. “Why did they burn it, Lana?” 
 
    I sighed. “Same reason they chased me across the country. Let’s get out of here. There’s nothing left.” I jumped down onto the driveway and she followed me. I was brushing dust and ash off my jeans when Maya grabbed my hands and stopped me. “There’s one more thing I need to know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Caleb told me and Evan you hate him for something you think he did, but he swears he didn’t. He won’t tell us what he’s talking about” She raised her eyebrows. “Do you know what he means?”  
 
    “You’re trying to help clear his name? Just because Evan’s his cousin, he doesn’t get a pass for what he did.” 
 
    She looked confused. “I don’t even know what this is about! Can you please just TELL me what happened already?” 
 
    I kicked the outside foundation of the house. The toe of my sneaker broke through the damaged wood beams. “Caleb put something in my drink at Cressida’s party after the formal. I blacked out, and when I woke up, I was naked. And bleeding. And there was other evidence, too. Used evidence.” 
 
    She clapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “Ewwwww!” 
 
    I took a steadying breath. “I know Evan’s your boyfriend, but his cousin is going to jail.” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up to the top of her forehead, where they stayed. “Have you already gone to the police?” I pursed my lips and brushed some dark soot off my arms.  
 
    “There’s no proof. It’s my word against his. But I have to try.”  
 
    She wrapped me in a tight hug. Her voice cracked. “I’m glad you told me. I’m your friend first, Lana. We’re going to figure it out,” she said in a deadly serious voice. “But I need to know if you’re a hundred percent sure it was Caleb.” 
 
    I blinked, my shoulders suddenly tight. “So you don’t believe me? He was the only one who knew where I was that night!” I flashed back to that terrible party. The girl in the yellow dress passed out, wasted, on the couch. Brett, Trevor’s friend, pouring us drinks at the small bar. Brett made me a drink and called it a ‘Lana.’  
 
    Technically Caleb wasn’t the only one who knew I was in the pool house guest room that night. I shook my head to clear the doubts. “It was him! And if it wasn’t, he’s still a dirt bag because he had sex with Cressida that same night! I saw them together.” 
 
    Maya shuddered and looked at me sheepishly. “But . . . that makes him just a dirt bag, not a rapist, right? I believe you, Lana, I believe you! But I just . . . think you should talk to him.” 
 
    “Nope.” I chewed the inside of my cheek. I didn’t want to discuss it anymore. Of course it was Caleb—he’d been on top of me and pulling off my clothes as I lost consciousness. There was no one else.  
 
    Was there? 
 
    “Let’s talk about it later,” I snapped. She bit her lip and checked her phone. “Evan’s here. I have to go. We’re going to a birthday party.” I waited for an invitation but she just gave me a sad smile and hugged me. “I love you, Lana. I’m so sorry about everything. We’ll talk more later.” 
 
    Right on cue, Evan Weaver, Maya’s boyfriend, pulled up the driveway and parked his black BMW 5 series next to my Ferrari. He spotted Maya and waved. He saw me and his smile tightened. He got out and walked towards us.  
 
    “Hey babe!” Maya called out to him. He was like a taller, lankier version of Caleb—and looked exactly like the Cal Bears basketball player he was. I shifted awkwardly on one foot. “Evan, you remember my best friend, Lana.” He nodded.  
 
    “How’s it going, Lana?” I shrugged. Did he really care how I was doing? He checked out my car. “Is that . . . a Ferrari?”  
 
    “It was my graduation present.”  
 
    Evan raised both eyebrows. “Pretty fancy for an eighteen-year-old. But then, you’re like the richest eighteen-year-old in American now, huh?” His mouth cracked into a wry smile. Was I? 
 
    Before I could answer, Maya was pushing Evan towards his car. “I told you not to mention that. Let’s go, we’re late.”  
 
    Before they drove away, she held a white Nordstrom shopping bag out the window.  
 
    “I almost forgot! Eden wanted me to give this to you. She said she found it in a box of your old stuff while she was packing.”  
 
    I took the bag. “Is she doing okay?” 
 
    Maya’s face brightened. “Oh yeah. She was thrilled to move to her dad’s house in Malibu. He got full custody, you know.” She whispered the next sentence. “Her mom didn’t even show up for the hearing.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Good. Maybe she’ll have a chance.” I was relieved. She’d have a better life.  
 
    Ramona Crawford ruined everything—and everyone. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Palus Somni ~ Marsh of Sleep 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hugged my dad goodbye in front of the blackened husk of my old house. “You know you can stay here,” he said, wiping a tear. “I just miss you, sweetheart. I was looking forward to having you home until you leave for school.” 
 
    Home. Where was my home? Everything had changed. I had the money to buy any house in Sonoma. And . . . school? I was supposed to leave for college in six weeks. How could I even think about that? 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. I left my stuff at Alexander’s, so I think I’ll just stay there for now. He, ah, has a nice guest room, as you know.” He nodded. The poor guy—what would he do when he found out that cousin Alexander had turned into boyfriend Alexander. 
 
    Even I couldn’t really believe it. 
 
    I slid into my Ferrari and started the engine. According to the map app on my phone, it was going to take me just over two hours to get back to his apartment. My nerves shivered in anticipation. A dinner out to celebrate. And then . . . the possibilities made my stomach muscles tighten up in a good way. The fear and tears and violence and loneliness—it was all behind me. 
 
    Nothing else stood between me and my happy future. 
 
    At the light at the bottom of the hill, I braked a little too hard and the Nordstrom bag from Eden toppled over. Something fell out and landed on the floor of the car. 
 
    I blinked, stunned. 
 
    It was the stuffed teddy bear from my childhood. The little brown bear that had sat untouched and unloved in my room at the Crawford’s. We’d had that in common. I’d last seen it the night of Cressida’s party. When I’d woken up, broken and bloody, it had been staring at me through the metal slats of the bed frame.  
 
    My heart started to race and my mouth went dry. I pulled over to the side of the road and picked it up. The bear stared at me with its familiar expression. Those black, staring eyes. It was ordinary-looking in every way. Why did Eden want me to have it so bad? I squeezed it in the hopes some clue would pop out, maybe some words in French would be whispered in my head, but nothing happened. 
 
    It was just a stuffed bear.  
 
    It was heavy for a stuffed bear. 
 
    I turned it over in my hands. There was a Velcro strip hidden under the fur on its back and I tore the fabric away to investigate. Below it was a battery pack. 
 
    A talking bear? Mystified, I pried the plastic door of the battery hatch open. Inside, there was a white sticker printed with instructions in a tiny font. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for purchasing Happy Nanny Bear! 
 
    To view captured video, go to the website and enter password.  
 
    Charge bear using enclosed cord, USB, or AAA batteries (not included).  
 
    Camera is motion-sensitive. Only 30 minutes of video is stored at a time. 
 
    Remember, Safety “Fur”st! 
 
      
 
    Below that was the URL of a website and a password. I turned the bear over in my trembling hands. The black staring eyes—had they been watching me all those years? Had they watched me dress? Sleep? Worse: who had seen what the bear saw?  
 
    My three years under Ramona’s roof took on a new layer of horror. 
 
    The fabric under my arms got damp as my body literally vibrated with rage. I opened the browser on my phone and entered the URL.  
 
    A black screen appeared asking for the password. I entered it and waited. 
 
    Another window appeared. Text on the screen read “Welcome back, Ramona Crawford! Please select from the following new videos.” She had never changed the password. 
 
    To my utter shock, four thumbnails listed by date appeared, with the most recent first. 
 
    The first two thumbnail images were clearly from the pool house at the Crawford’s. 
 
    The bear had been recording that night.  
 
    My stomach churned and blood pounded in my ears as I tapped on the first video. It was short. A pretty girl opened a box and her face loomed closer as she lifted the bear towards her. I gasped when I realized it was me. I was all made up, with my long hair flowing down my shoulders. There was no audio. Caleb walked up behind me in the background, then the bear fell to the ground and stared up at a corner of the room.  
 
    When the video ended, I was hyperventilating so much that I thought I’d faint. It was the proof I needed—it had been him. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and tapped to play the next video. It was just three seconds long. I saw Caleb from the shoulders up, leaving the room, the door opening and closing.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. I wouldn’t have to see him actually having sex with my unconscious body. That part the bear had not seen. 
 
    The thumbnail image for the third video showed the same blank white corner of the room. 
 
    But the third video was over twenty minutes long. The bear was motion sensitive, so it wouldn’t have stared at nothing for that long. 
 
    I had to force myself to tap the play button. I watched as the door to the guest room opened. In walked Trevor Blazick and Brett White. Cressida’s friends. The bullies who had tormented me for years. 
 
    Shock and disgust smashed into me like a cannonball. I screamed out loud as the video played. Brett pointed to something on the side of the room—me, presumably. Trevor high-fived Brett. The two of them walked in and out of the frame for a minute or so, then Brett left. The video just showed a tiny corner of the bed, and it moved like someone sat down on it.  
 
    At one point, a piece of clothing was thrown in front of the bear, obscuring the view even more. But it was clear that I was not alone on that bed. 
 
    I skipped forward and stopped when I saw Trevor walking out of the frame with his shirt unbuttoned. Then he walked back towards the bed and disappeared. A few minutes later it looked like he left the room, and then the bear was moving. He stuffed it between the metal posts of the headboard and for a terrible second I saw my unconscious face, eye makeup smeared, skin pale white, wisps of hair stuck to my cheeks.  
 
    My lip gloss was smeared.  
 
    Then the bear’s relentless gaze shifted to the blank white wall and the video ended. 
 
    I clapped my hands over my eyes and sobbed.  
 
    It had been Trevor Blazick. 
 
    Trevor Blazick who’d tried to assault me on New Year’s Eve at his house, when I was 14. He’d finally gotten what he wanted. I suddenly remembered the things that didn’t make sense that night. Like feeling so strange in that room. I remembered the drink Brett gave me right before. The Lana, he’d called it. Had he put something in it? There had been that strange metallic taste in my mouth the next morning. Had it been blood—or a drug of some kind?  
 
    Cressida had to have known. Had they drugged me to get me away from Caleb so she could lure him back into her lair? Or was that too dark, even for her? 
 
    Caleb, though. He was innocent. He’d committed no crime. He was guilty of cheating on me in an extremely painful, humiliating way—but he hadn’t raped me. I’d falsely accused him—and he needed to know I knew the truth. 
 
    He needed to know right away.  
 
    But first, there was one more video to watch. The oldest video, it was shot the year before. I tapped play, holding my breath. 
 
    I instantly recognized my old bedroom. Eden had told me that after I left, Cressida used my room as a closet and a lounge. The camera pointed directly at the bed. There was a flash of blonde hair in the corner of the room and then Cressida, long spiral curls flouncing behind her, appeared with her back to the camera. She was wearing her Briar school uniform—a short-sleeve white blouse and a short gray skirt. 
 
    She looked nervous and worried. Two expressions I’d never seen on her face.  
 
    The screen went black—someone else filled the frame and stood right in front of the camera. The figure walked towards Cressida. I let out a loud gasp when I recognized the tan uniform and bald head of the man in the room with her.  
 
    It was Officer Wade Jenner. My eyelids snapped to their widest setting. He stepped towards her and she backed away, gesticulating, alternately laughing and shaking her head. What was going on? My stomach twisted into a greasy knot watching them. He put his hands on her waist and whispered to her, then he ran his hands up her blouse to her shoulders. In horror, I watched as she stood still and let him kiss her. His hands gripped her shoulders, and she dropped out of sight in front of him. 
 
    The video ended a few seconds after that. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Cressida and Wade Jenner. I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t fight him off or run away. There was no way she was that desperate for male attention. Or was she? Did she have some kind of crush on him? Or was he coercing her in some disgusting way? 
 
    HOLY SHIT. Was Cressida a victim, too?  
 
    What had he done to her? 
 
     I felt an unfamiliar emotion towards Cressida. Pity. 
 
    I mentally added Jenner to my Kill list.  
 
    Time to pay a visit to my former stepsister. 
 
    # 
 
    I made it to the Starbucks in downtown Sonoma in record time. Sometimes it really is good to have a Ferrari. I’d called Maya and told her to meet me there—and to bring Caleb. 
 
    Then I’d texted Alexander and told him I’d be late. I didn’t want him anywhere near what I was planning to do—I didn’t need him to get arrested trying to protect me or defend my honor.  
 
    He’d been through enough because of me. 
 
    When I walked up to the outdoor patio, they were already there. I actually hadn’t prepped myself to see Caleb Weaver. I stopped short as our eyes met. He almost dropped his coffee and stood up, banging the table to various drinks sloshed onto the table. Evan and Maya waved to me, but all I could see was Caleb. He looked thinner, and had dark circles under his eyes. His blond hair was cut shorter and looked darker than it had been. The cocky, tan athlete I’d known seemed diminished, shorter somehow.  
 
    I forced myself to walk over.  
 
    “Hi, Lana,” he said. “Like the haircut.” 
 
    My hand flew up to my haircut. “I know. Long story. Or, short story, as you can see.” I impulsively gave him a hug. “I’m so happy to see you.”  
 
    He stood stock still. “You are?” 
 
    Maya and Evan exchanged looks. Evan cleared his throat.  
 
    “Do you want us to leave you guys alone to chat?” Maya asked. I shook my head.  
 
    “No. It’s okay. I need you guys to hear what I have to say. Thank you for coming, I know you had a party to get to.” I sat down and pulled the bear out of my bag. “This is the bear Eden gave you to give to me. It was in my room when I lived at the Crawford’s house, and Eden wanted me to have it. But guess what? It’s a nanny cam, Maya. They were watching me the whole time.” 
 
    Evan let out a low whistle. “That’s dirty.” 
 
    “It gets worse. Caleb, do you remember the bear was being stored in the guest room the night of Cressida’s party? Remember I took it out of the box and showed it to you?” 
 
    Maya clapped a hand over her mouth.  
 
    Caleb regarded me coolly. “Are you telling me there’s video that proves I’m innocent?” 
 
    I nodded solemnly “Yes. You’re innocent. I was wrong and I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Caleb shook his head disgustedly and rolled his eyes. “You admit it? You admit that you made up a totally bogus rape accusation and tried to ruin my life because you were hurt I cheated on you? See, I told you, Evan! Nobody touched Lana that night—it was all a lie!” 
 
    Evan glared at me, like Caleb was confirming his worst suspicions.  
 
    Maya slowly closed her mouth, which had dropped open. “Wait you guys—Lana’s not finished.” She peered at me. “Something did happen to you that night. Did the bear see anything else that night?”  
 
    I nodded. She clapped a hand over her eyes. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “After Caleb left, someone else came in the room and stayed for a while.” 
 
    “WHO?” Maya practically shrieked. Caleb’s intense blue eyes widened and his brow furrowed. It reminded me of how much I’d liked him.  
 
    “What the fuck!” Caleb said. “Who was it, Lana!?” 
 
    It made me sick just thinking about what Trevor had done—so I didn’t allow myself to think about it. Not yet. I was just so grateful I didn’t remember any of it. It was a small mercy that tethered me to sanity. 
 
    “Cressida’s friend Trevor.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Maya screamed. “He was always a total slime. He always liked you, too.” 
 
    “You gonna call the cops?” Evan asked.  
 
    I shrugged. “The video doesn’t actually show him doing anything. But he was the one at the scene of the crime.” 
 
    Maya shivered when I said that word. She stared at me with her eyes like saucers. “Ah, Lana, I’m so so so sorry that happened to you!” Tears streamed down her face.  
 
    Evan handed her a napkin and then leaned closer to me. “If you think the cops won’t help us, maybe we’ll just administer a little street justice. Caleb, you down?” 
 
    Caleb threw an empty paper coffee cup down on the table. He’d crushed it to smithereens in his hand. “I’ll do anything Lana wants me to do.”  
 
    “Tell her about the test,” Evan said. 
 
    “What test? I asked. Caleb set his elbows on the table. 
 
    “I got my hair tested for drugs after the party. I suspected someone had slipped me something—I was not myself that night. And guess what?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to clap my hand over my mouth. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Tell her,” Evan prodded. 
 
    He shot an annoyed glance at his older cousin. “They found a combination of Rohypnol and ecstasy. Which explains what happened to me that night. Lana, I told you. I would never, EVER have left you there . . . ” His voice trailed off and he put his face in his hands and shook his head.  
 
    I reached over and yanked them away. “Hey! Look at me.” His eyes were so sad, so different than the boy I’d known. I hated the people who had done this to us—to both of us. 
 
    “Caleb, I believe you and I forgive you. You have to stop feeling guilty. I’m fine! I’m more than fine—”  
 
    Well, I wasn’t ever going to be a hundred percent fine, but I’d certainly come out the other end with a few things that could expedite my recovery—like a few hundred million dollars and the love of my life.  
 
    Maya smacked her hand down on the table. “Do you think Cressida know they were going to do that?” 
 
    Had Cressida known? Did it matter? “I don’t think she told them to attack me. But she may have known about the drugs. Who knows, maybe she just wanted me asleep and out of the way.” 
 
    The bright summer sun glinted off the glass table and a warm, fragrant breeze ruffled the edges of the napkins on the table.  
 
    “Once Caleb and me are done handing out beatdowns, we’ll deal with that psycho bitch,” Evan said. 
 
    Maya was frantically scrolling through her phone. “Oh my God. Look, Lana! Look!” 
 
    She held her phone up. It was Cressida’s Instagram feed, where she’d posted a video of herself lounging by her pool. I spotted Trevor floating on a raft behind her. “She posted this twenty minutes ago. They’re both at her house!” 
 
    Caleb stood up, shaking the table again. “Let’s go.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Lacus Temporis ~ Lake of Time 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cressida’s Range Rover was parked in the circular driveway and a new red Mustang was parked behind it.  
 
    “Should we climb over?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Evan said, and stepped up onto the tall iron gate. 
 
    “You don’t have to. I know the code.” I punched the four-digit security code into the keypad and the gate creaked, then slowly rolled to the side. 
 
    Maya looked at me in wonder. “Did the . . . ghost tell you the code?” she whispered. 
 
    “I texted Eden on the way up,” I said. Maya looked extremely relieved. 
 
    I led Maya and the two guys away from the front door to the gate at the side of the house. I punched the code into the keypad and the lock clicked open. My stomach flopped over a few times and I took a deep breath. I turned and put a finger to my mouth. Maya nodded.  
 
    Caleb’s mouth was set in a steely line. He didn’t say anything.  
 
    Evan was jittery. “What’s the plan?” he hissed. “You girls distract her while we take him?” 
 
    Maya smiled and looked at me. “Just follow her lead.” 
 
    With a small burst of renewed confidence, I pushed the gate open and led them down the stone path towards the expansive lawn behind the mansion. It was early evening and the sky was turning pink and red. We rounded a bend in the path and arrived at the pool deck. Towels and empty cups were scattered near the lounge chairs, but the only sign of life was the giant inflatable unicorn that bobbed in the water.  
 
    The water in the pool was still moving.  
 
    “Where do you think they are?” Evan asked. 
 
    “Follow me.”  
 
    We walked in a single file line past the pool. The only sound was the gurgling of the pool filter. Then I heard soft music coming from the pool house. 
 
    The curtains in front of the French doors were drawn shut.  
 
    I slowly pushed down on the silver handle to the door and it gave way. The door was unlocked. 
 
    “Ready?” I whispered, glancing behind me. They all nodded.  
 
    I pushed the door and it swung open slowly. For a long moment, we stood in the doorway, our eyes adjusting to the dim light. The smell of stale cigarette smoke stung my eyes. 
 
    Cressida was crouched on the sofa in jean shorts and a ripped tank top. She was leaning over the glass coffee table and her long, wet blonde hair hung in front of her face like strands of spaghetti.  
 
    Trevor Blazick sat cross-legged on the rug looking at his phone.  
 
    He glanced up. 
 
    “What the fuck!” 
 
    Cressida saw us and shrieked. She jumped up and ran towards the bathroom. 
 
    “Trevor, get them out of here!” she screamed. 
 
    Evan stepped forward. “Yeah, Trevor. Get us out of here.” Trevor was tall, but lanky and pale. Evan could have picked him up with one hand.  
 
    Trevor scrambled to his feet. He was shirtless and wearing a damp bathing suit. His eyes darted to each of our faces. His eyes went wide as he recognized me. Vomit rose in my throat thinking about what he’d done to me. If I’d had a gun, I would have executed him on the spot. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Hey, Lana. What’d you do to your hair?” 
 
    “It got cut off during a knife fight with the murderer Cressida’s mom sent to kill me.” His mouth dropped open and he appeared stunned. “I won.” 
 
    Maya glanced over at me. “Lana?”  
 
    Cressida screamed from the bathroom, “Trevor! Get them the fuck out of here or I am going to call the police! They are fucking trespassing!” 
 
    Trevor grimaced and then smiled. “You heard her. Can you guys please fuck off? Thanks.” 
 
    He turned and strolled casually to the bar. I noticed there was a cutting board with a lemon on it and some wedges had been cut. A knife was lying next to it.  
 
    I had to stop him before he got to that knife. 
 
    I called, “Hey, Trevor. I need to talk to you about the night of prom.” 
 
    He froze. Without looking at me, he said, “What about it?” 
 
    “You always liked me, right? You liked me so much you told Brett to put something in my drink that night so you could do whatever you wanted to me. Too bad for you, there was a camera in the room. I’ve got the video. I know what you did.” His eyes flicked to the ground and then to the knife. He licked his lips and turned to face me, but took a step back towards the bar. 
 
    “You’re going to prison, Trevor. You’ll fit right in. Lot of other rapists there. This time maybe you’ll be on the receiving end.” 
 
    He pressed his back against the bar and his hand reached up. The knife was just a few inches from his hand. I could sense Evan and Caleb right behind me.  
 
    I felt unstoppable.  
 
    There was a moment of terrible tension when I could almost hear the high-pitched hum of our nerves tugged taut, and then in a flash Trevor had the knife, Evan and Caleb were tackling him, there were high-pitched screams coming from Maya and an anguished yell from the pile of wrestling limbs. 
 
    “Maya, call the police!” I yelled. She ran to the phone hanging on the wall behind the bar.  
 
    I saw Trevor’s arm bang down onto the floor with the knife in his hand. Caleb was sitting on top of him and Evan was holding his legs. Caleb smashed his fist into his face again and again. Blood spurted from Trevor’s nose and sprayed the back of the white couch. I slammed my heel into Trevor’s palm and his fingers unclenched around the knife.  
 
    I kicked it away and it spun out across the tile floor.  
 
    “Cal, enough!” Evan screamed. Trevor’s body no longer fought. Caleb’s fist slammed down one more time, but this time it went into the wall above Trevor’s head, where it left a bloody stamp.  
 
    “Fuck!” Caleb yelled. “You fucking motherfucker!” He collapsed onto his knees and cradled his right fist in the crook of his left arm.  
 
    I knelt down so my face was just inches from his. “I’m sorry, Lana.” I helped him up and he winced and clutched his bloody hand.  
 
    Maya ran over. “Cops are on the way.” 
 
    Evan examined his cousin’s hand. “Looks broken. You okay?” 
 
    Caleb ignored him. “Lana, care to join me in a little chat with our old friend Cressida?” 
 
    I stood up and followed him down the hallway to the bathroom, where she had barricaded herself.  
 
    I banged on the door. “It’s over, Cressida. You and your degenerate boyfriend are going to prison for rape and assault. And probably drugs and a few other things. Anything to say about this?” 
 
    I braced myself to confront her. The door to the bathroom swung open and I got a good look at her for the first time. My mouth dropped open. It was her—but it wasn’t her. She had put a long hoodie sweatshirt on and it went halfway down her thighs. Her eyes were wide and almost white, since her pupils were tiny pinpoints. Deep black circles were carved under her eyes. Her skin looked raw and broken out, and she’d lost weight. Her thin frame looked even skinner than before, and her legs were covered in bruises. No wonder her dad wanted her to go to rehab. She needed to go yesterday. 
 
    “Jesus,” Caleb said under his breath. 
 
    She looked at Caleb and her dry lips twisted into a faint smile. “Oh, hey Caleb.” She cleared her throat. “Trevor didn’t hurt you, did he? If he did I will fucking kill him.” 
 
    “Be my guest. Your boyfriend deserves it.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend. But wait—is he dead?” she asked. She walked towards the living room and her eyes darted around. She danced from foot to foot like she was standing on burning sand. She saw Trevor out cold with his face a bloodied pulp, and stepped over him to get to the coffee table. She picked up a pack of cigarettes and a lighter, lit one, and took a long drag.  
 
    “No,” Caleb said. “I wanted to leave something for his future cell mate to play with.” 
 
    She stared at Caleb and then finally dragged her eyes to meet mine. “I heard what you said. I didn’t know he did that to Lana.” 
 
    Heat flooded my face and I stepped closer to her. She seemed to shrink back against the wall. “Are you sure you didn’t tell Brett to spike my drink, Cressida? So you could get some time alone with Caleb? Because Caleb was drugged at your party. He got tested.” 
 
    She blinked furiously and she took a long drag of her cigarette. “I didn’t know he’d hurt you, Lana. Did he really—” 
 
    “Attack me while I was unconscious? While you were stealing my date? Is that what you were wondering?” 
 
    Her hand shook and her cracked lips parted. “Lana, I didn’t know, I swear. I . . . I love Caleb. I just wanted to see if there was still anything between us. And there was! There is, I mean. Right, Caleb? I had to—I had to know if it was really over.” 
 
    She looked up and saw Caleb watching us quietly. Her red, cracked lips parted into a wide smile and she rushed over to him, throwing her arms around him. “I missed you. I’ve been trying to call you.” 
 
    He reached behind him and grabbed her hands and roughly pushed her away. “Don’t touch me.”  
 
    “But I thought you loved me.” She started to reach for him again.  
 
    He jumped back like she was trying to bite him. “You need help. I hope you get it.” 
 
    He whirled around and walked out of the pool house. 
 
    Furious, she whirled around to face me. “You! You did this to me! It’s your fault my sister left! It’s your fault Caleb turned against me!” 
 
    Sirens wailed in the distance. “Because you drugged someone at your house and it led to a sexual assault, you are an accomplice. Enjoy prison.” 
 
    Her face fell and she looked for a second like young Cressida, before her life cracked apart.  
 
    She hustled over to Trevor, pulled what looked like a tiny plastic bag out of her hoodie pocket, and shoved it into the pocket of his swim trunks. Then she collapsed on the couch and cried. Between tears she licked her finger and ran it across a tiny bit of white powder left on the glass table, and rubbed her finger on her gums.  
 
    Evan narrowed his eyes. “Don’t do drugs, kids,” he muttered.  
 
    “Guys, can you give me a second alone with her?” 
 
    Caleb nodded to Evan. “Let’s go meet the cops outside.” 
 
    Evan looked at Maya. “Evan, just go. I’ll be right there,” she said to him. He shrugged and left.  
 
    Cressida was sobbing and whimpering into a pillow. “Cressida,” I said slowly. “Where is your mother?” 
 
    She looked up in surprise. “Why?” 
 
    “Tell me and I’ll tell the cops you had nothing to do with the rape.” 
 
    “But I didn’t!” 
 
    I sighed and looked at Maya. “Did you tell Brett to drug me?” 
 
    She scowled and rolled her eyes. “Fuck no. I told him to distract you, give you drinks. I knew you were a lightweight. I may have joked about slipping you something, but I didn’t think he’d actually do it.” 
 
    “Caleb got tested afterward. He had traces of Rohypnol and ecstasy in his system.” She looked up at us both, genuinely scared. “You drugged him, too.” 
 
    She let out a strange, shrill laugh. “Brett and Trevor are dealers. You must have known that. They must have slipped it in Caleb’s drink—I would never that to him! What do you think I am?” 
 
    Maya crossed her arms and spat, “Trash, that’s what. I always knew you were trash. It’s so sad. You were given everything and this is how you end up?” 
 
    “Fuck off, Maya,” Cressida said. Her mouth was so dry she could barely talk. She licked her lips and her wild eyes locked onto mine. She had flecks of foam in the corners of her mouth and a tiny bead of snot dripping out of her nose. “I’m not going to jail.” I thought about the tape of her and Jenner. I felt enormous pity for Cressida at that moment, despite everything. The bullying, the abuse, the awfulness.  
 
    Her karma was coming back to eat her alive and it was terrifying to watch. 
 
    The sirens sounded like they were almost at the house. I gently put a hand on her shoulder, but she recoiled. “Tell me where your mother and Wade are and I’ll help you.” She wiped her nose on the sleeve of the hoodie and took another drag of her cigarette. “She went to New York last week and then she left a message that she was going away again with Wade for a few days. I don’t know where they went.” Wade Jenner and Ramona were somewhere together—that was not a good sign. She ashed her cigarette into one of the empty beer cans on the table.  
 
     “Do you get along with Wade, Cressida?” I asked. She was vulnerable and high on drugs—maybe she’d answer honestly. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and bit her lip. “He’s a loser.” A shudder rolled through her body and she glanced at me. Her eyes were wet and rimmed in red. 
 
    There were voices outside the room. I stood up to go and my bones felt lighter. I had unburdened myself of my horrible Crawford burdens. I was free. “Your mother is in serious trouble. Her uncle Victor Savitch tried to kill me for my inheritance—she asked him to do it.” 
 
    She shook her head in disbelief, her hand shaking as she took another drag. “What?” 
 
    “She’s an accomplice to attempted murder—mine. If you remember where she went, call me and I won’t press charges against you for what Trevor did to me. Eden has my new number.” 
 
    Her face whipped up to mine and her eyes were huge and bloodshot. “You talked to Eden? Is she okay?” The pity welled up and expanded until I thought my heart would break.  
 
    “She’s great. She’s totally fine.”  
 
    Her lips pinched up into a tight pout and she nodded. “Thank God. Thank God she got out of here.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. She wiped her eyes, stubbed out her cigarette, pulled her legs under her sweatshirt and rocked back and forth, awaiting her fate. 
 
    # 
 
    The sun had gone down and the winding road down the hill was totally deserted. It had taken two hours to finally get away from the police and all their questions. My encounters with the police were getting so frequent it was ridiculous. But at least they were proving that Wade Jenner was an anomaly—every other cop I’d encountered so far had gone out of their way to be helpful.  
 
    Maya and Evan had left ahead of us and I was giving Caleb a ride back to downtown Sonoma. Suddenly, the car felt too quiet. I was aware that I was alone with him for the first time since the night of the party. I glanced over at him. His face looked older and more serious—and extremely handsome. “I’m so sorry about everything,” I said. “What happened is so unfair. I’m so sorry I accused you. I know it’s been hard on you.”  
 
    He nodded and turned his head to stare out the window. “It’s been a weird few months, Lana. Things sort of fell apart for me. I hated myself for what I did that night.” He reached over and clutched my hand. “I’m sorry, too. So sorry you have no idea.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat and I stifled a sob and just nodded. We were both victims, to varying degrees, of the Crawfords.  
 
    No—not the Crawfords. Just Ramona. Cressida and Eden were her victims, too. And my father. What was wrong with her? Did Uncle Victor poison her mind from childhood? Or did the apple not fall far from its tree? 
 
    Caleb pointed to his car and I pulled up behind it. My mouth went dry—it was his black Porsche, where we’d had our first kiss. The memory made my heart beat faster. I berated myself for even thinking about another guy when I was Alexander Ambrose’s newly minted girlfriend. But maybe it was okay—things had ended so horrifically, maybe we needed to have a civilized breakup, now that the truth had come out. 
 
    I turned to face him and he smiled at me. His blue eyes twinkled. “Lana, I—” 
 
    My phone ringing pierced the stillness of the car. I saw the number and I suddenly realized I totally forgotten our dinner plans. 
 
     “Uh, oh, sorry, I need to answer this!” 
 
    “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to call you for hours,” Alexander snapped over the phone. “We were supposed to have dinner. What happened?” The volume was turned up and I knew Caleb could hear every word. “Tell me where you are.” 
 
    “Uh, hi! I’m still in Sonoma. My phone was dead, and—listen, I’ll explain later. Hang on.” Evan and Maya rolled up next to us and Evan jumped out and opened the passenger door and started talking to Caleb.  
 
    “Lana, who is that? I thought you were with Maya.” 
 
    To my horror, Evan said loudly, “Caleb, come on—I want to get you home. Lana, do you want to come hang out? We can unwind after all that drama.” 
 
    “No, I’m okay. I gotta get back.” 
 
    Caleb looked back at me and his eyes softened. He reached over and gave me a tight, quick hug and a kiss on the cheek before getting out of the car. “We’ll talk soon, Lana. Will you call me?”  
 
    I nodded and waved at them as they hustled away. 
 
    I pressed the phone back to my ear.  
 
    “Alexander? I’m so sorry. Let me explain.” 
 
    There was another long pause. “How’s Caleb?” His voice was clipped and cold. 
 
    Shit. Shit shit shit. “You won’t BELIEVE what happened today. We just got back from Cressida’s—” 
 
    “You spent the day with CALEB? You told me you were going to see Maya.” I could hear shock and hurt in his voice.  
 
    “No! Well, I didn’t plan to see him. Oh—the bear! My old bear—it’s a nanny cam and it exonerates Caleb. It wasn’t him! So we all went to confront the guy, and Caleb got in a fight with him, and then we had to explain it to the cops, and . . . I’ll explain better when I see you.” I was rambling. The more I talked, the more it seemed like I had something to hide. 
 
    “A bear told you Caleb was innocent and he’s your knight in shining armor now?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t like that!” Tears blinded my eyes as I sped away from downtown and headed for the freeway. I had to see him, explain in person.  
 
    When he spoke again, his voice was flat. “I picked up all the papers from Bannister. Your new will, a new divorce agreement for your dad. They’re at my apartment. As soon as you sign them, you’ll be protected legally from any claims by Ramona or anyone else.”  
 
    I was so distracted trying to tell him what happened that I missed a turn. “Thank you, thank you. I will be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to spend the night catching up with Caleb and your other old pals?” 
 
    “Please, you don’t understand, just listen!” 
 
    He let out a ragged sigh. I heard something that sounded like a door slamming in the background.  
 
    “I am way out on a limb with you here, Lana.” He had taken a huge risk by developing feelings for me. I was an Ambrose. And so was he, technically. He was willing to take the heat his family might bring him.  
 
    But maybe that limb wasn’t strong enough to support both of us.  
 
    “And you blow me off to spend the day with the boyfriend who fucked your sister, and until five minutes ago, was a rapist? Sorry if I’m a just a little bit confused.” 
 
    I almost ran a red light and slammed the brakes just in time. “It wasn’t like that! What are you even talking about?” I couldn’t even wrap my brain around the concept of Alexander being jealous of me and Caleb. The jealousy in our relationship only went one way—from me to him. Not the other way around. 
 
    “I spent the last three hours worried out of my mind. Maybe I’m the idiot for expecting a higher level of maturity from an eighteen-year-old.” 
 
    Hot tears wet my cheeks. “You understand.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, I don’t. I convinced myself that how I felt about you was okay. That you’d be . . . good for me. That it would be okay to tell you I was falling in love with you. Because I am, Lana. I am in love with you, okay? I’ve been in love with you for longer than you think. It’s just too bad it’s with someone who doesn’t know what that’s like.” 
 
    My stomach tightened up like a drum. A strangled cry lodged in my throat. I wanted to scream, plead, beg. I do know what it’s like! I’m in love with you and why don’t you see that? 
 
    His next words were cold and clipped. 
 
    “Maybe we both need to come to our senses.” 
 
     I remembered he had gone to the office today. Had he seen his father? Talked to his parents? Had he told them about me and gotten in trouble? I couldn’t be a part of wrecking another guy’s life. I’d done enough damage to Caleb’s. With a sinking dread, I realized I was always going to be a problem for Alexander. Someone he’d have to explain, defend, make excuses for. He’d just managed to clean his act up and get back in his stepfathers’ good graces. Bringing home a barely legal teen who’d just gotten the bulk of their family money was not going to help him improve those dynamics.  
 
     Then it was like a cold, scaly claw tearing through the gossamer fantasies I’d woven around my future with Alexander.  
 
    I had to let him go.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I rasped, biting back my sobs. “I’m so sorry.” The next words were some of the hardest I’d ever had to say. “You’re right. I’ll stay at Maya’s tonight and come get my stuff tomorrow.” 
 
    “Lana— ” he said, but I hung up before he could finish. I blinked through stinging tears and sped through downtown Sonoma. What had I done? Where could I go? I was exhausted. The last days . . . the last weeks . . . had been a churning storm.  
 
    I needed someplace calm to figure out what to do next. 
 
    I needed to see her. 
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    Lacus Mortis ~ Lake of Death 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A wedge of dead leaves had formed at the base of my mother’s headstone. I brushed them away and knocked some small twigs off the top of the smooth white granite slab. 
 
    “I miss you, Mama,” I whispered. The trees answered me with a whoosh as a soft breeze brushed their tops. I hugged my knees to my chest. The ache to feel her arms around me was as sharp as the day she died. Would it ever stop hurting? 
 
    A sharp crack broke the quiet in the hillside cemetery and I jerked my head up. A dark figure was standing just outside the Fremont family graveyard plot, half hidden behind a gnarled oak. What was I thinking, coming to this place alone at twilight? Ghosts liked me. I didn’t feel like meeting one in person. 
 
    I scrambled backwards and picked up a heavy tree branch the size of a baseball bat.  
 
    “Did I scare you? I’m sorry, miss. I didn’t think anyone would be here.” 
 
    A muscular man I’d never seen before stepped into the clearing. He wore jeans, a plaid flannel shirt, and a windbreaker. A scruffy beard covered his chin. He slowly climbed the hill towards me.  
 
    He held a small bouquet of flowers in his fist. He peered at me and his smile slowly faded.  
 
    “Wait, are you . . . Lana? Lana Goodwin?” A look of amazement spread across his face. 
 
    Unable to speak, I took another step backwards. He stared at me and he suddenly unleashed a grin. “Hell yeah, you are!” He pulled off his baseball hat and scratched his head. He laughed to himself, then looked at me a little nervously. “Sorry. I just can’t believe it’s you.” 
 
    I finally cleared the sand out of my throat. “Who are you? How do you know me?” 
 
    He squinted his eyes and looked up. “Ha. Yeah, that’s a long story.” He stood there awkwardly, nervously tapping the ground with one foot. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you—I’ll leave.” 
 
    “No wait!” I cried. He didn’t look or sound Russian, but I kept the tree branch tight in my hands just in case. “Tell me how you know me.”  
 
    He jumped over the wall and walked over to my mother’s headstone, where he knelt, pulled off his hat, crossed himself, and closed his eyes in what looked like prayer. His hair was pale blond and thinning and what was left of it was pulled back into a thin ponytail. Then he carefully laid the flowers at the base of her headstone. I noticed that both his tanned forearms were covered in tattoos. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, mystified. 
 
    He stood up. He had kind brown eyes and deep crow’s feet etched into his temples, even though he didn’t look that old.  
 
    “My name’s Charlie Bernardo. You have no idea how many times I wanted to write to you.” 
 
    He looked at me expectantly. A strange terror took hold of me. Did I have an obsessed stalker? Was I about to be murdered? No—there was something else going on. Something bigger. A massive wave of realization crashed into me and I nearly blacked out. 
 
    My voice rasped as I spoke. “You . . . you knew my mother.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not really. I met her once, a long time ago.” 
 
    My heart thumped in my chest. “Where?” 
 
    A flash of worry passed over his face. “Let’s sit down.” The fading light made the clearing on the hillside seem dreamlike and unreal. I sat on the low stone wall, just above the spot where I’d dug the diamond dove out of its mossy hiding place.  
 
    He sat a polite distance away from me. He put his cap back on his head and knitted his hands together in his lap. “I once wrote down everything I wanted to say to you. But I never mailed the letter and now I can’t remember any of the words.” 
 
    A steady thump pounded in my ears. I stared straight ahead. “Just tell me, please.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I met your mom on the bridge. The day she died.” 
 
    My eyes snapped to his. He had a hint of tears in his eyes. “What do you mean?” My voice vanished, and a strangled, foreign-sounding whisper clawed its way out of my throat. “You saw her jump?” He shook his head. I looked up at the indigo sky. 
 
    He clenched his fists and mashed them into his thighs. “I didn’t see her jump—I don’t know how to say this—because she didn’t jump.” 
 
    Time itself froze. The trees stopped swaying in the summer evening breeze. The woods were as silent as the dead. Fiery tears stung my eyelids. “Tell me what you saw. Please.” 
 
    He wiped his eyes with quivering hands. “I’m sorry, I’m just so relieved. For ten years I’ve been trying to think of a way to tell you, and now, today—oh, thank you, God for answering my prayers!” 
 
    He cleared his throat and regarded me solemnly. “Ten years ago I was a messed-up ex-foster kid. Nineteen years old, homeless, a drop out. I left Modesto thinking the big city would solve all my problems, but it only created new ones. On Christmas, I found out my little sister had died and nobody at home had even told me. I just . . . snapped.” He wiped his eyes with the back of one hand. “I’m not proud of this, Lana, but I went to the bridge. I climbed over the railing and sat on that little ledge they have down there, below the road, and I was just trying to dig up the courage to either jump, or not jump.” 
 
    He shivered like he was reliving that day. 
 
    “I said to myself, send me a sign, God. Send me a sign and I won’t do it and I’ll be a better guy, fix my life. But one way or another I was going to put the past behind me.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “So I was sitting there under the bridge—this is ten years ago so it was easier to climb down there than it is now. I was trying to talk myself into it, and I was getting close. Then I heard a voice. I looked up and it was this beautiful angel—she had the same color hair as you.” His eyes lit up and he took a steadying breath. “She started talking to me and then she climbed down. Brave lady, your mom. She told me her name was Annie, and then she told me how she’d lost her baby and came to the bridge every year looking for a sign he was okay, for a reason for her to go on, and she’d finally found the sign.” He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Me.” His voice choked up. “I was the sign, she told me. Then she got me to my feet and helped me climb back up the railing.” 
 
    He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “It was like a miracle. Then, as soon as I got over the rail, this other lady appeared.” 
 
    A glacier of icy terror smashed through my body. “What lady?” I asked, breathless. 
 
    Charlie stared at me. “She was wearing a hooded coat and a scarf, so I didn’t see much. White lady, average height. I don’t remember her face—I was not in my right mind. This lady yelled at me and told me to run away, that the cops were coming and she was going to report me. I was young and naïve and I believed her, so I ran, only—I didn’t run far.” 
 
    I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I barely breathed. “I hid behind a pylon and watched. I didn’t get closer . . . but I should have.” He choked back a sob. “I couldn’t believe it when she climbed down to the platform. I heard some shouting, and then this terrible scream, and then the hooded lady was running away and disappeared in the fog.” 
 
    Charlie enveloped me in a huge hug and we both cried. Proof. You have no proof. It could have been someone else. Maybe it wasn’t who you think it is. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to tell you I’m sorry for so long. I wanted you to know I vowed to make something of myself, and guess what? I spent six years in the Marines. I got a purple heart in Iraq.” He lifted up his jeans at his right ankle and I could see he had a prosthetic leg. “Now my wife and I have three beautiful kids.” He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “If not for your mom, they’d never have been born.” 
 
    He dug into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He flipped it open and showed me a photo of a pretty brunette hugging an older girl and twin little boys. I smiled through my tears.  
 
    “We named our daughter Tanith, but we call her Annie. After your mother.” He took another deep breath and stood up. “I want justice for her.”  
 
    “Thank you, Charlie,” I whispered. 
 
    He looked at me. “And I know who killed your mother.”  
 
    My blood turned to icy sludge. “Who?” 
 
    “Your mother screamed the lady’s name right before she was pushed. Ramona, she called her.” I kept my breathing calm. “A few years after that, I was looking you and your dad up online, and I saw a photo of his new wife. It was her, Lana! It was your stepmother!” 
 
    Ten years of false storylines, of misplaced shame and guilt lifted off my shoulders like ten thousand pounds of lead—replaced with molten rage at the woman who’d stolen my mother from me. My mind raced. Charlie was the only one in the world who could put her in prison. But Ramona was dangerous. Then there was Eden. Could I be the one who took Eden’s mother away from her? When my own had been taken from me? 
 
    I met his steady gaze with my own and nodded. “Yes. I know you’re right.” 
 
    He palmed his wallet and unzipped one of the pockets. “There’s more, sorry. I was saving this for the day I met you.” He handed me a folded piece of notebook paper. It was soft and worn and tattered around the edges. “I just thought you should have it. But she wasn’t going to do it. She told me she’d decided never to come back to the bridge, since she had a little girl to think of. She told me she felt guilty she had ever thought about jumping and how it wasn’t the answer.” 
 
    I slowly unfolded my mother’s suicide note. The note we’d been looking for these last ten years.  
 
    And she hadn’t left it anywhere because she didn’t jump. She wasn’t going to jump. Charlie had saved her the same as she’d saved him. And then Ramona had murdered her so she could marry my father, become my stepmother, and try to claim the Ambrose fortune she knew would one day come my way. 
 
    I jumped up, suddenly breathless. “Would you be willing to testify at a trial?” 
 
    Charlie’s face lit up. “Been waiting ten years for somebody to ask me that.” 
 
    # 
 
    Charlie honked the horn of his Yukon and waved as he passed me on the dark road through the cemetery in his pickup truck. I had his card safely in my pocket, along with my mother’s worn note.  
 
    I made a mental note to send him and his family a nice big chunk of Ambrose money. He’d resolved the biggest mystery of my life. He deserved it. 
 
    I was about to get into my car when my cell phone buzzed. I glanced down at the screen.  
 
    It was a text message from Alexander.  
 
    Look behind you. 
 
    I whirled around and a man stepped out of the shadows. I couldn’t see his face, but I didn’t need to. I turned and ran frantically back up the hill into the woods of the cemetery.  
 
    “Help!” I screamed. “Someone, help!” Something heavy hit me in the back and I stumbled and fell. My lungs heaved and I tried to scream again but something rough clamped over my mouth and nose, acrid vapor seared my throat, and the light faded. 
 
    # 
 
    We were speeding along a rutted road and with each bounce, my head banged against the bare metal floor. Sharp metal cut into my wrists as I struggled to move—handcuffs. I propped myself up on my elbows and looked around as my pupils adjusted.  
 
    I was inside a dingy van. The cold floor seared the exposed skin on my back. The small windows in the back doors were spray painted black, and the only illumination was the occasional flash of a street light through a crack in the paint. Narrow metal benches lined one side of the interior. A solid metal wall separated the rear compartment from the driver’s seat. 
 
    It was a prison cell on wheels. The van swerved hard around a curve and something slid into my feet.  
 
    It groaned. 
 
    I knew who it was as soon as I smelled his cologne. “Alexander! Are you okay? Oh my God, what happened?” The van hit a pothole and I flopped forward on him. 
 
    He took a deep breath and coughed. “I’ve been better. But you should see the other guy.” 
 
    One of his eyes was swollen shut. He had blood all over his chin. I pressed my cheek to his and felt cold, sticky wetness.  
 
    He whispered in my ear, “I’m sorry we had a fight. Now just move your face a little to the left.” I did, and he lifted his head and pressed his lips to mine.  
 
    “I’m sorry too! I’m so sorry! Did Jenner do this to you?” 
 
    He told me the story while I tried to squeeze my hands out of the cuffs. Alexander left his apartment planning to drive up to Sonoma to find me. Jenner had been waiting just outside his door. He jumped him from behind, they fought, and the last thing he remembered was a bitter-smelling cloth clamping down over his mouth. 
 
    I pulled my hand as hard as I could and the metal edge scraped deeply against my knuckles and then slipped off. With my free hand, I pulled off the tape that bound Alexander’s wrists and felt him for injuries. “What hurts?”  
 
    “My head, a little. And something happened to my side.” I ran my hands down his torso over his damp shirt. Warm wetness seeped from his left side. He tried to sit up and winced. I gasped. “He might have had a knife. I can’t remember.”  
 
    “It’s just a small cut. Don’t worry.” I took the tape that had been around his wrists, pulled his shirt up, and pressed the tape to the wound. It looked deep and was leaking blood. By some miracle the tape stuck to his skin and held. I applied as much pressure as I could until the van lurched to a stop. The driver’s door opened and I was blinded by a flashlight pointed at my face.  
 
    Jenner leaped up into the van in a nimble move for someone his size. He crouched on his feet and stared at us, twirling a set of jangling keys in his fingers, balancing the flashlight on his knee. My eyes adjusted in the dim light. He wore dark work pants and a black sweatshirt over his massive frame. A black woolen cap was pulled down low past his eyebrows. There was a massive purple bruise around his left eye. His lower lip was swollen and there was dried blood in the corner of his mouth. 
 
    I scooted closer to Alexander and grabbed his hand. Jenner stuffed the van keys in his back pocket and hauled the doors shut behind him. He pointed the flashlight at Alexander, who covered his eyes with his arm. I gasped—in the glare of the light, I could see his face was covered in blood from a cut on his forehead and he had his own purple and black bruise around one of his eyes.  
 
    “Hey, Loverboy,” Jenner said softly. “Sorry I had to fuck up your face like that. Good thing you won’t be needing it much longer.” Alexander shoved me back and got between me and Jenner.  
 
    “Get away from her,” he snarled.  
 
    Jenner’s eyes darted to Alexander and then to his untied hands. Then he noticed my handcuffs, loose on the floor. He reached behind his back and pulled a gun out of his waistband. He pointed it at Alexander.  
 
    “Don’t worry, he won’t shoot us,” I said. “What they’re planning won’t look like an accident if they do.” 
 
    Jenner pointed the gun at Alexander. “Try me, Lana. It’s been too long since I shot somebody.” I didn’t dare call his bluff. I shook my head. “Thought so,” he sneered. He waved the gun to Alexander. “Put your right hand up on that bench.” He shined the flashlight to the bench, where a metal ring jutted out of the seat. “Lana, cuff his wrist to that.”  
 
    I fought through my fear and tried to think of a way out. “Wait—listen to me! Ramona has no money—you’re not going to get a dime for helping her. Let us go and I’ll make sure you see more money that she ever promised you.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Why would I settle for a bite when I’m getting half?”  
 
    “Half . . . of my inheritance?” I asked. He nodded brightly. “That’s gonna be hard to spend in prison. I wrote her out of my will—it’s too late, Wade.” 
 
    He bristled at that. “You think I’ve been putting up with your stepmom all this time just to end up in jail?” He’d had his angle planned for a while. Ramona was using him—but he was using her right back. 
 
    “Victor’s dead! He can’t help her.” 
 
    “We don’t need Victor anymore.” He leaned closer to me. I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “He sent his idiots to catch you before you got to New York. When that didn’t work, he promised Ramona he was going to take care of it personally as soon as you landed.” He spat blood onto the floor. His swollen lower lip was flecked with spit. “You’re damn lucky he had the hots for you, or you never would have gotten on that boat alive.” 
 
    I picked up the cuffs. They were ice cold. “I got off the boat alive. Victor didn’t.”  
 
    “Do it!” he snarled.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “What do you think Ramona will do when I tell her about you and Cressida?” 
 
    His head jerked up. “Who told you that?”  
 
    “No one. It’s on video.” 
 
    He licked his lips and his eyes darted wildly. “You think Ramona didn’t know what was going on?” He shook his head. “That crazy bitch knows everything.” 
 
    Bile rose in my throat. “Ramona knew?” 
 
    He nodded. “I told her if she wanted me to stick around, she’d keep her mouth shut. Nobody complained after that. Especially not Cressida—she was in love with her Uncle Wade, just like her mom.” 
 
    “She was under age. You’re going to jail unless you let me get him to a hospital.” 
 
    He pressed the gun to my head and looked at Alexander. “Tell her to do it.” Alexander’s mouth was set hard but his eyes looked a little dazed, like he was having trouble focusing. The hem of his shirt was dark with blood. 
 
    “You heard her. This is your last chance. Let us go or you’re done,” Alexander said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Jenner cocked the gun. Shaking with fury, I reached over to clasp the other side of the cuff to the metal bench. Was Georgette just going to do nothing as Jenner tortured and killed us both? Where WAS she? 
 
    I clicked the cuff shut and sat back on my heels. His right arm was chained to the van. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. Alexander winked at me and then deliver an expertly placed kick to Jenner’s wrist. The gun flew up and banged into the ceiling, then crashed down into a dark corner of the van.  
 
    “Lana, run!” he yelled. 
 
    Before I could move, Jenner’s fist connected with Alexander’s stomach and he groaned. Jenner was at least fifty pounds heavier, five inches taller, and not bleeding out of his side—or handcuffed. I tried to get between them but Jenner shoved me away and I sprawled onto the hard metal floor. With both legs, Alexander kicked Jenner in the chest and he flew backwards, slamming against the back doors. Jenner reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a grimy towel, and lunged towards Alexander. He clamped the towel over Alexander’s mouth.  
 
    In seconds, Alexander’s body went limp, his face pale and covered in a thin sheen of sweat. 
 
    “What did you do!?” I screamed. 
 
    “Chloral hydrate. Same thing I used to get him into the damn van. Same thing I used on you.” I silently prayed for Georgette’s help. He wiped his bleeding mouth and examined the blood on his hand and grinned. His bloody front teeth made him look like a crazed psychopath. 
 
    “You’re a lot of trouble, Lana. Maybe I should show you why Cressida liked her Uncle Wade so much.” Blood pounded in my head. He stared at me with his rubbery lips open, breathing heavily.  
 
    “Georgette, aidez-moi,” I whispered. “Help me, please.” 
 
    The doors of the van swung open. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Sinus Roris ~ Bay of Dew 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We don’t have much time.” The familiar female voice rang out from the darkness outside the van. I stumbled when my feet touched the ground. The chilly air was thick with the smell of pine and eucalyptus and ocean. When my eyes adjusted, I saw my Ferrari—it was parked right next to the van. Someone had driven it from Mountain Cemetery to wherever we were. 
 
    The cold seeped through my clothes and I hugged my sides. 
 
    Ramona looked me up and down. “Feel like an heiress yet?” She wore black leggings, a dark fur-trimmed jacket zipped to her neck, and black knee-high hiking boots. I was just in jeans and t-shirt. My new black leather jacket had disappeared—as usual. 
 
    “Alexander is hurt. He needs to get to a hospital.” The look when her eyes met mine stopped my mouth from moving.  
 
    “He won’t be needing a hospital, dear. He’ll need a morgue.”  
 
    I frantically reviewed my options. It was a short review, since I didn’t have any. I was unarmed, outnumbered, and out of time, and my so-called godmother was apparently no longer interested in helping me. 
 
    Of course, I did have the truth on my side. I braced my shoulders back and called out to her.  “Hey, Ramona! I know your secret.” I said. My heart was beating so fast it bottomed out and for a second I thought I’d black out. 
 
    Ramona ignored me and checked her watch. “It’ll be dawn soon. Time to roll, Wade.” She turned to talk to Jenner, who was leaning against the van watching me. 
 
    “Did you hear me, Ramona?” I spoke louder, with more urgency. Every time his heart beat, Alexander was losing more blood. I didn’t have much time. “I know what happened on the bridge. My mother didn’t jump—you pushed her!”  
 
    The words dropped out like they’d been waiting years to be spoken. Jenner stared at me silently. 
 
    Ramona froze, and then slowly turned towards me. Her face was a pale mask. I didn’t care if I died—at least I’d confronted my mother’s killer. It wasn’t justice, but it was all I had. Charlie Bernardo would bring down the hammer once I was dead. He’d know who my murderer was. Knowing that made me utterly fearless. 
 
    “Did you hear me? She didn’t jump! You killed her so you could marry my father. You let me live for ten years with the pain of that lie! So go ahead and kill me! Because what you don’t know is that there was someone ELSE on the bridge that day, and he saw everything. If anything happens to me, he’ll tell the police everything.”  
 
    I smiled triumphantly through my tears. No matter what happened, Charlie knew her name, and she didn’t know his. When he found out I was dead, he’d know what to do. 
 
    Her face was like stone. Then she slowly arched one eyebrow. “I see someone has been talking to Charles Bernardo.” I gasped. My mouth went dry and my exhausted brain tried to understand the implications. How could she know? How had she tracked him down? 
 
    She gestured for Jenner to come closer. My muscles itched to run, to flee as fast as I could—but Alexander was in the van. I couldn’t abandon him. I was in a state of shock, my mouth dry as dirt.  
 
    “Yes, Lana. I know about Mr. Bernardo of Walnut Creek. The only thing that kept him alive all these years was the fact that he didn’t know who I was.” She unleashed a grim, terrifying smile. “Oops.”  
 
    I stammered, “How . . . how do you know his name?”  
 
    “He dropped his wallet on the bridge that day. Too dumb to live, really.” She pulled a folded piece of paper from her jacket pocket and unfolded it. I recognized it as stationery from my dad’s car shop, with the Valley Imports letterhead. She smoothed it out and handed it to me, along with a pen.  
 
    “Sign at the bottom, please.” 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Sign it at the bottom or Jenner will take you back to the van and . . . convince you.” 
 
    I signed my name.  
 
    “Now go to the top of the paper and write exactly what I say.” 
 
    My cheeks burned with rage. “Why should I do what you say?” 
 
    Ramona sighed. “Wade, you have your knife?” He nodded. “Go get part of the boyfriend and bring it out to me.” 
 
    “What part?” 
 
    Ramona smiled. “Use your imagination.” 
 
    Jenner hauled one of the van’s back doors open. “No, wait!” I screamed, but my voice was a raspy whisper. “Please don’t hurt him.” 
 
    She held up her hand and he stepped obediently away from the van. “Now write: ‘Dear Dad, please forgive me. It’s not your fault. Alexander and I are in love but we can never be together. I am going to go be with my mother. The Ambrose curse is real and it ends with me.” I turned to stare at her.  
 
    She was going to fake my suicide—just like she’d faked my mother’s.  
 
    “You’ll never get away with this. I have a new will! It’s too late! And the police are already looking for you.”  
 
    But they weren’t. I hadn’t wanted to rat her out. And it was too late. 
 
    Ramona narrowed her eyes. “No so smart after all, are you, Lana? You didn’t sign that new will—and your dad will never see those divorce papers—so once you’re both gone, it’s all mine. By tomorrow, Mr. Bernardo won’t be around to tell anyone anything.” 
 
    I realized with horror that she was going to win. 
 
    “My lawyer will never let you take my inheritance.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t make the rules, Lana, I only play by them.” She shook her head in disgust. “Tanith—that ungrateful bitch. She had no idea what I had to do to survive when I was your age. But wonderful, perfect Tanith was too good for the Ambrose money. Your mother deserved what she got!” Her lips pulled up away from her teeth and she hissed, “And so do you. Now finish the goddamn note!” 
 
    My trembling fingers scrawled the words. The paper shook as I handed it to her. 
 
    She passed it to Jenner. “Put it in her car. The keys are inside it.” He tossed my suicide note into the Ferrari. “Now get the boy out here.” 
 
    Jenner opened the van door and peeked in. “He’s still out cold.” 
 
    “Please,” I begged. “You want me—not him. Let him go.”  
 
    She stared at me for a beat, then called out to Jenner, “Leave him for now. We’ll have to hurry.”  
 
    Jenner picked up his flashlight and Ramona gestured for me to walk in front of her. Alexander was slowly bleeding to death and I was being marched to my fake suicide. I reached under my shirt and gripped the dove pendant in my hand and prayed furiously to Georgette. I still had faith in her.  
 
    The flashlight lit the path ahead—a narrow, muddy trail that curved downhill away from the forested peak and bit into the side of the cliff, heading west. Stray shafts of moonlight escaped from thick clouds and glittered on the sea below. I stopped to look around. City lights twinkled in the distance. Which meant we were somewhere high on the far edge of the Marin Headlands, home of sheer cliffs, steep drops to the sea—and no one around to hear me scream.  
 
    Then I realized I knew where I was. Point Bonitas—with that tiny lighthouse perched on a rocky spit of the Marin Headlands. It jutted into the Pacific ocean at the northern edge of the peninsula, just west of the Golden Gate Bridge. Steep cliffs crashed down on either side to narrow rocky beaches. 
 
    I was familiar with those beaches. It was where my mother’s broken body had washed up. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Ramona hissed. Wade grunted behind us. My sneakers slipped on the steep path. The sharp air was heavy with sea salt and a biting wind whipped through my hair. The path dipped steeply until we reached a low gate. A sign streaked with rust said NO TRESPASSING. Ramona ordered me to climb over it.  
 
    To my left, the lights of the city glowed under thick cloud cover. The spire of the Transamerica Pyramid blinked red. Further east the Golden Gate Bridge was a long string of lights stretching across the Bay. I stepped gingerly down the last few steps onto a flat ledge that hugged the cliff wall. The ground was sandy and littered with broken beer bottles. 
 
     At one end, rusted, round metal barrels were built into the rock wall. One was stamped PG&E PUMP. Narrow pipes jutted out of the exposed rock. A trickle of water fell from one of the pipes, soaking the sand below.  
 
    In the middle of the ledge, a thin finger of land extended about a dozen feet out, in a narrow, arrow-shaped point. 
 
    Like a plank off a pirate ship.  
 
    Inescapable dread closed in on me. Ramona and Jenner hiked down the last steps of the trail and stepped onto the ledge behind me. Jenner’s flashlight swung wildly around and then he set it on the ground pointing up. 
 
    Ramona approached me with purpose in her stride. I prayed desperately, my lips moving and whispering. Her eyes flicked down to my chest, where the Dove of Justice glittered on the end of its platinum chain. 
 
    She turned to Jenner. “I thought I told you to search her!”  
 
    He shrugged. She turned back to me. “Is that the real one?” 
 
    My hand flew up and clutched the dove. She narrowed her eyes. “It is.” She speared my shoulder with a talon-tipped finger. “You still don’t understand. Everything is mine now.” 
 
    Without a word, I took off the necklace, balled it up in my hand, and pulled my arm back like I was going to toss it over the edge. 
 
    Without warning, a fistful of heavy wet sand hit my eyes. Blinded, I fell to my knees.  
 
    Her boot crushed my hand and I screamed. She reached down, pulled the necklace out of my throbbing fingers, and slipped the delicate chain over her head.  
 
    In my delirious state, a few words of random verse popped into my head.  
 
    My dove in the clefts of the rock, 
 
    In the hiding places on the mountain side. 
 
    Show me your face, let me hear your voice;  
 
    for your voice is sweet, and your face is lovely. 
 
    It was the Song of Solomon verse engraved on my grandparent’s pale granite headstone. I whispered the words under my breath. Had Georgette already left me? Was her work in this world finished? After all she’d done, had she really left me to die at the hands of my mother’s murderer? 
 
    “Shut up, Lana!” My ribs exploded in pain and I rolled over, moaning and clutching my side. Ramona put her heavily booted foot on my stomach. “BE QUIET or I’ll kick you again!” 
 
    I screamed for help but the crash of waves against the rocks below muffled the sound of my voice. Ramona glanced up at Jenner, who held a finger to his lips and pointed to the top of the trail. 
 
    “Goddammit, get your gun ready, you idiot!” He felt around his belt for his gun, then looked up at Ramona slack-jawed. “Well? Where is it?”  
 
    He looked at her. “It . . . must have dropped out of my pocket in the van,” he lied.  
 
    Ramona gritted her teeth. “Then get rid of her now, before whoever is up there comes down here.”  
 
    Jenner stormed over to me, clamped a hand over my mouth, and lifted me off the ground. I kicked and struggled to break free as he dragged me towards the edge. 
 
    “Georgette!” I screamed. She’d hear me—she had to. Her supernatural whispers could transmit real information. Her ability to move physical objects was real. She’d told me the phone number for Nastia’s son. Which car key to steal the terrible morning I was stuck at Cressida’s in my bloody prom dress. She’d made the knife fly into my hand at the Valley of Fire. She’d pushed my snow globe off my dresser.  
 
    She’d opened the windows in the Vanquish as it sank. 
 
    Cinderella’s godmother made her a ball gown out of rags and turned a pumpkin into a carriage. Could my fairy godmother kill for me? What if she could appear—show her face? Scare Jenner? Was it possible?  
 
    Show me your face.  
 
    Show me your face. 
 
    I recited the words like a magic spell. The toes of my sneakers dug into the sand to try and slow him down. The fall would be quick. A few seconds. Then I’d see her face. Her lovely face. Show me your face, let me hear your voice. For your voice is sweet, and your face is lovely.  
 
    “PUT HER DOWN!” A raspy voice sliced through the damp air. 
 
    “What the fuck!” he yelled. He froze just a few inches from the edge.  
 
    Cressida stood at the end of the trail pointing Jenner’s gun at Jenner. He dropped me and I scrambled away the relative safety of the cliff wall. 
 
    She was in the same clothes I’d seen her in hours earlier—the oversized hoodie and tiny jean shorts. Her hair had dried into a frizzy mass of white blonde curls that wafted and waved in the around her head. Her skin shone pale gray in the dim light. Deep black shadows under her eyes gave her the appearance of a ghost. 
 
    Ramona shrieked, “PUT that down, Cressida! Are you OUT of your mind?!” 
 
    Cressida extended her arms. “Let her go, motherfucker, or I will drop you.” 
 
    How had she found us? I’d last seen her getting into a Sonoma County sheriff’s car, hours ago.  
 
    If she had the gun, that meant she’d been in the van. 
 
    Cressida staggered and almost slipped on the wet rocks at the base of the trail.  
 
    “Cressida—” Ramona held out a hand to her. Cressida recovered and wiped her nose with the back of one hand, leaving a streak of blood from her nostril across her cheek.  
 
    “Shut up, Mom, or I’ll kill your stupid boyfriend.” Ramona hesitated. “This is what you were doing all last week when I couldn’t get you on the phone? I was in a police station all alone tonight and you were totally MIA! You’ve LIED to me for the LAST time!” Tears streamed from Cressida’s red-rimmed eyes. “Eden’s gone. She moved in with Dad and you weren’t even there to say goodbye to her! I had to pack all her stuff! You NEVER cared about us. You only cared about this bullshit! About Lana’s money. This is all it’s EVER been about.” 
 
    Ramona shifted on her feet. For the first time, she looked unsure of herself. “Put the gun down, and I’ll explain everything, darling. Please don’t make this worse. I’m going to get you the help you need.” 
 
    Cressida’s hands shook as she held the gun. “Lana, what did she do to you?” 
 
    “She made me write a suicide note,” I said slowly. “She wants my inheritance after she and Wade kill me.” Cressida’s mouth twisted in disgust. “The guy in the van—is he alive?” 
 
    “He’s fucking passed out in there and there’s blood all over the floor.” 
 
    “Did you call 9-1-1?” 
 
    “I tried. Phone doesn’t work up here.” I scrambled to my feet and watched the tense standoff between Cressida and Jenner. She didn’t take her eyes off Jenner. “Lana, go help your friend. He needs to go to the hospital.”  
 
    “Wade has the keys to the van,” I said. Jenner stood pinned at the edge of the cliff, held in place by the point of his own gun.  
 
    “Give her the keys, asshole!” Cressida said. Ramona’s eyes slid to her daughter and she inched closer to her. 
 
    “Now Cressida, don’t believe her,” Ramona purred. “Lana and her father embezzled hundreds of thousands from my uncle. Wade and I just need her to agree to pay it back. He was just trying to scare her—my uncle won’t be as forgiving. I’m trying to help her!” 
 
    Cressida’s eyes met mine. It was time to drop my next bomb. 
 
    “Your mother knew about you and Wade,” I said in a clear voice that rang out. “He threatened to leave her if she did anything about it.” Cressida’s chest heaved. The clouds cleared and bright moonlight illuminated the ledge. Ramona’s eyes flashed and her hands clenched into fists. “What a filthy little liar she is! Cressida, you don’t actually think I knew about that, do you?” Ramona shot Jenner a ferocious look. He stood stock still at the edge of the point with his arms up. 
 
    Cressida’s eyes flew wide open. Her arms trembled and lowered the gun. “About ‘that’? Sounds like you’re not surprised, Mom. Did you know? Did you, Mom?” Her voice broke and she started to cry. 
 
    Ramona’s eyes never left the gun. She was only a few feet from Cressida. “I misspoke, darling. I had no idea, I swear.” She turned to Jenner. “What did you do to my daughter? What is she talking about?” 
 
    Jenner’s jaw went slack and his eyes darted wildly around. “I . . . don’t know.” 
 
    “She hid a nanny cam in my old room,” I said to Cressida. “There’s a video of Wade with you. And now the police have it.” 
 
    Cressida’s arms seemed to melt. They fell to her side, and the hand holding the Glock dangled loosely.  
 
    “He . . . he told me he loved me. Told me I was beautiful. I was flattered. I loved the attention. But then . . . he wouldn’t stop.” Her voice broke and she wiped her runny nose with her sleeve. “He’d come to my room at night. He’d get me high and do whatever he wanted.” Her huge, pale blue eyes looked alien, glassy and red, with the pupils so small they were invisible. “And you knew! Just tell me the truth! For once, mother.” Her raspy voice faded to a whisper. 
 
    Ramona stepped closer to her daughter. “Darling, darling. I swear I didn’t know. It makes me sick to hear this.” She clapped a hand on Cressida’s thin shoulder. “He is going to pay for what he did to you.” 
 
    “I-don’t-believe-you,” Cressida whispered in a sing-song voice. 
 
    Jenner yelled, “She’s lying, Cressy! She knew. What we had was special. Don’t shoot, okay?” Cressida’s face crumpled and her shoulders shook. 
 
    In one smooth movement, Ramona snatched the gun out of Cressida’s hand, pointed it at Jenner, and fired. The sharp crack echoed off the cliff wall. I clapped my hands to my ears. Cressida screamed.  
 
    Jenner clutched at his neck and made terrifying gurgling noises. Dark rivers of blood gushed down his chest. He staggered backwards, and without a word, dropped away into darkness. 
 
    Ramona lowered the gun. “See, darling? I do believe you. And I’ll kill anyone who hurts our family. Including this little thief.” Ramona slowly turned to me.  
 
    “Mother, no!” Cressida screamed. Ramona whirled around and slapped Cressida in the face. Cressida seemed to crumple. “She just saw me kill Wade! Do you want to visit me in prison? If not, shut up and let me finish this!” 
 
    Ramona cocked the gun and waved me toward the tip of the ledge. She called to Cressida, “Go home now, honey. Go home and pretend you were never here.” 
 
    I held my hands up and took a step backwards. “Cressida, wait! How did you find us tonight?” 
 
    Cressida was hugging herself and shivering. Her voice was a barely audible croak. “I was at the police station and there was a . . . pad of paper on the desk in front of me. It was blank one second and the next . . . there was this.” She reached into the pocket of her hoodie and took out a crumbled piece of yellow paper, the kind from a legal pad. “It’s the directions to this place. It said my mom was here.” She stuffed the paper back into her pocket. “So I left and got in a cab.” 
 
    Ramona cursed. “Wade must have told someone at the station where he’d be. I knew he’d double-cross me.” Cressida stared at her.  
 
    “Let Lana go, Mom.”  
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sorry, darling. But I’m doing this for you. For us. For Eden.” I took another step backwards with my hands up. Ramona took aim at my chest.  
 
    “Shoot me and they’ll know it’s not a suicide,” I said. 
 
    “The rocks and the sharks will take care of destroying the evidence. You can jump, or I will shoot you, and it will hurt.” I took another step backwards.  
 
    “Mother, STOP!” Cressida shrieked. But she made no move to stop her. 
 
    Catch for us the foxes, the little foxes that ruin the vineyards. 
 
    “Georgette!” My voice caught and I struggled to breathe as the adrenaline surged. I dropped to my knees at the tip of the point and pressed my hands together and prayed. “Show me your face, Georgette, let me hear your voice! Help me, one more time, please!” My last words came out as a strangled rasp. Ramona strode over and kicked me in the stomach. I rolled to the side and looked down. My head was dangling off the edge. A few pieces of thin, rusted pipe jutted out of the sheer rock wall just below my head. Down below, white caps blasted against the jagged shoreline.  
 
    It would only take a few seconds to fall. 
 
    Cressida shrieked, “Mom, no!” but I barely heard her over the roar of blood in my ears. I opened my mouth to scream, but a sudden, strong wind rose up, pushing me away from the edge. An incredible, vibrating warmth swept over me. Ramona let out a blood curdling cry and fell with a force so great that she skidded all the way to the other side of the point. The gun flew out of her hand—by itself—and tumbled over the edge. To my amazement, Ramona seemed to be wrestling with something—an invisible force I couldn’t see. She had her hands up and seemed to be trying to grab at something in the air above her.  
 
    Her mouth was moving, but the blood in my ears and the ferocious wind and the roar of the waves made me deaf. I strained to hear. The wind whipped the sand through the air like a mini tornado. Ramona’s face was contorted in a look of pure terror.  
 
    Her jet-black hair had streaked white at the temples. 
 
    A glimmer of dawn appeared in the clouds to the east, making it a little easier to see. A strange, lovely warmth flooded my body—a feeling of ecstatic joy.  
 
    Ramona gasped and croaked, “No! No! I’m sorry! Please! Forgive me!”  
 
    “Georgette, that’s enough!” I yelled. 
 
    As quickly as the wind had started, it stopped. Everything went still. Ramona sat up, panting and sweating. Her eyes were wild and her hair had turned half white. For a second I thought she would run away in terror at what had just happened.  
 
    Instead she let out a guttural scream and lunged at me. For a moment, we wrestled on the ground, and then the wind returned—this time an even stronger whirlwind. I watched in horror as Ramona was slowly blown to the edge—feet-first.  
 
    But she had gotten her fingers caught in my belt loops. I was dragged along with her. 
 
    I scrambled to catch something before we tumbled over. My hands caught the rocks at the edge but then I slipped, my feet unable to find a hold on the sheer cliff face. I grabbed at the thin, rusted pipes jutting out from the rocks and managed to grab onto one. It held my weight, but its sharp edges cut into my hands. My feet dangled free—I could barely scrape the cliff with my toes. 
 
    I looked to my right—Ramona dangled a few feet away, her feet kicking in the air far above the sea. She had caught another of the thin pipes that stuck out of the rocky cliff—but not with her hands. 
 
    Instead, she swung at the end of the dove’s thin platinum chain, caught it in it like a noose. She tried to scream, but only a guttural gasp emerged.  
 
    I shouted, “Cressida, help!” Her face appeared above mine. 
 
    My hands were aching and frozen. I couldn’t hold on much longer. Cressida looked at her mother, and back at me. Then she extended her hand—to me—and hauled me up. 
 
    “I don’t know how I did that,” she said slowly. “You were so . . . light.” 
 
    I scrambled over to Ramona and peeked down at her. She kicked helplessly. 
 
    “I’ll try to grab her. Hold onto me and pull when I say.” I leaned forward. Cressida wrapped her arms around my waist as I leaned down as far as I could, but couldn’t reach her. “Ramona, give me your hand!” She swung around at the end of her platinum noose and stared at me. With a silent snarl, she swiped my hand and pulled. I tried to shake it free but her hold was a death grip. A few more inches and I’d plummet forward.  
 
    “No, Mother! No!” 
 
    Ramona’s body started to spin at the end of the chain and she let go of me to clutch frantically at her throat. The chain tightened. Her eyes bulged and her skin turned purple.  
 
    “What-the-fuck!” Cressida gasped.  
 
    With every turn, the necklace tightened. She started to spin around fast, and then faster. Her hair turned completely white from root to tip. Her body twisted one more time, more slowly, and then her eyes went slack. 
 
    The chain snapped with a loud POP. 
 
    Ramona dropped and vanished into the fog, along with the necklace.  
 
    Cressida let out a guttural cry. 
 
     “Oh my God. Oh my God!” 
 
    “I tried to grab her. I couldn’t reach—”  
 
    She stared back at me, her eyes crazed. “Maybe I should jump after her. My life could not get more fucked.” 
 
    “No. We’re going home.” 
 
    “Where is home?” Cressida wailed. “I cannot believe this. What the fuck just happened?!” I helped her stand up. Her eyes were red and swollen. She spontaneously hugged me and wailed, a gut-wrenching sob that seemed to emerge from the depths of her soul. She sniffed and wiped her nose with the sleeve of her hoodie. “The Ambrose curse,” she whispered. “It’s real, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Wait—WHAT IS THAT?” 
 
    I followed her eyes. Something hovered in the air just beyond my reach. Dawn was breaking behind us and a glimmer of light hit the tiny object. A thousand rainbows danced across our faces. 
 
    I put my hand out, palm up, and the sparkling Dove of Justice gracefully floated to a spot right above my hand, and then dropped into it. It was cold. And dripping wet. 
 
    I marveled at it.  
 
    There was something silvery dangling from the dove’s claws. Something that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    A tiny key.  
 
    Cressida yelped, “Hey—what about your friend?” 
 
    I ran for the flashlight. “Come on!”  
 
    I led the way, flying up the trail in a mad panic. 
 
    # 
 
    I raced down the mountain. In the backseat of the Maranello, Cressida cradled Alexander’s head on her lap. 
 
    Alexander moaned softly. 
 
    “How is he?” I asked. 
 
    “Still alive.” 
 
     “Keep putting pressure on his wound.” 
 
    “Is he, like, your boyfriend?” she asked. 
 
    “Sort of. Let’s see how he feels after I almost got him killed. Again.” 
 
    We were quiet as I sped down the windy Marin roads. My hands were numb and it took all my strength to hold onto the steering wheel. 
 
    “Did she really kill your mom?” she asked. Her voice was a low monotone, like she was stoned. Or in shock.  
 
    “Yeah. There was a witness. Cressida—Eden can’t know about it. About any of this. Okay?” 
 
    “You mean, about the fact that my mother killed your mother and her boyfriend and tried to kill you?” 
 
    It was bad enough I’d gotten Eden’s mother killed. But I could still protect her from knowing who her mother really was.  
 
    A monster. 
 
    It’s not your fault. None of this your fault. Your only fault is that you survived.  
 
    “Yeah, that. Eden doesn’t need to know—ever.” 
 
    “Okay, Lana.” Her voice was calm and slow. “If it makes you feel better, Eden hated Mom, too.” 
 
    “We’ll say your mom shot Jenner in self-defense when he came after me, there was a struggle, and he pulled her over the edge with him as he fell. Got it?” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “You were high and don’t remember all the details.” 
 
    “Partly true.” 
 
    I blew through a red light and saw a sign for the emergency room. 
 
    “We also shouldn’t tell anyone about how the diamond around my mom’s neck flew back up the cliff and landed in your hand—by itself.”  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Right.”  
 
    “Or how the handcuff key was stuck in the little dove’s claw. Because I’m pretty sure Wade’s keys went down with him.” 
 
    The Dove of Justice had indeed been clutching in its little platinum claws a tiny silver key.  
 
    Which turned out to be the key to the handcuffs around Alexander’s wrist. 
 
    “Uh, right. That too.” 
 
    I kept my eyes on the road. It was too complicated—too crazy. One day I’d tell her all about the ghost in my family. 
 
    She was silent.  
 
    Then something brushed my shoulder. “Here,” she said, handing me a piece of paper. It was the yellow note she’d gotten at the police station.  
 
    I glanced at it as I drove. “It’s written in French,” I said. 
 
    She caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “Oui.” 
 
    # 
 
    The police interviewed me at the hospital for three straight hours while Alexander was in surgery. Cressida was admitted and taken to her own room.  
 
    One of the cops recognized me from the Victor yacht rescue twenty-four hours earlier. Finally, I could tell them the whole sordid story. They listened politely, but I could tell they were mystified. 
 
    When I was done talking, the lead detective had one last question, “Help me out here—how in the world did an eighteen-year-old girl from Glen Ellen get caught up in all this?”  
 
    Well, there was this curse. But I beat it. It’s over.  
 
    “Just lucky I guess.” 
 
    For once being Alexander’s cousin came in handy—since I was technically family, the nurses let me sleep on a cot in his room.  
 
    I didn’t know how to reach his parents, so I called his office and left a voicemail. 
 
    When he finally got out of surgery and settled in his hospital room, I curled up next to him in my stained, blood-smeared clothes and prayed for him to get better until I mercifully passed out. 
 
    When I opened my eyes hours later, two well-dressed adults were standing next to his bed, peering down at me. 
 
    I knew immediately who they were. I jumped off the hospital bed and tried to smooth my wild hair down while they stared at me disapprovingly. Alexander was fast asleep and breathing quietly. Still alive. 
 
    “Mr. Ambrose? I’m your cousin, Lana Goodwin. It’s so wonderful to finally meet you.” 
 
    Elijah Ambrose shot his wife a furious glance. He had close cropped, thinning gray hair, wire rimmed glasses, and a strong jaw line. “You’re Tanith’s daughter? Helen, is this the one Alex drove to New York?”  
 
    “Are you Lana? I’m Alexander’s mother, Helen.” She looked me up and down, horrified. “Oh my, are you all right, dear?” She was beautiful and elegant. Her light brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and she wore dark jeans, boots, and a pale gray sweater.  
 
    “Sort of,” I said, a little too defiantly. “But I would never have survived the last few weeks if he hadn’t been with me.” 
 
    “Maybe he would have,” Elijah snapped. 
 
    “Elijah!” Helen admonished him. “Are you all right, Lana? The police told us a little about what happened. You must have been terrified!” 
 
    “Alexander is okay. That’s all I care about.” I turned to look at him. Even pale and dressed in a blue hospital gown, his beauty made my bones ache. His lips were parted and his eyelids fluttered in his sleep. I picked up his hand absentmindedly and caressed it. 
 
    Helen cleared her throat. I looked up and saw Elijah glowering at me. “Thank you for staying with him, dear,” she said. “I think we can take it from here. You must be dying to go home and see your father.” 
 
    “I don’t have a home at the moment.” 
 
    Elijah shot his wife a look. Helen nervously bustled around the hospital room, tidying things up and rearranging fresh flowers in a large glass vase by his bed. She stripped the hospital blanket I’d been using off his bed and tossed into a corner on the floor.  
 
    Elijah stood by the window, watching me with barely concealed disgust. I squared my shoulders and smiled at him. I had no more fear—of anyone. It had all been tossed off the cliff at Point Bonitas. 
 
    “Mr. Ambrose, I know you’re upset, but I would never do anything to hurt him.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “He should never have taken you on that ridiculous road trip. It was completely irresponsible. And look what happened to him!”  
 
    “He was just trying help me!”  
 
    Elijah’s dark eyes glittered. “Oh, I’m sure he was. You’re just his type: rich—and an Ambrose.” 
 
    Helen gasped. “Elijah, please!” 
 
    My hands clenched into fists. I glanced at Alexander, who was blissfully still asleep. “It wasn’t like that. He’s not like that. He’s changed. You obviously don’t know who he is.” 
 
    I froze. The last thing I wanted was to cause even more trouble for him. They were his parents—who was I? His sort-of girlfriend of a few days? I had to show more respect. 
 
    Elijah stepped over to me. “I know exactly what’s going on. You claimed Georgette’s money, and now you want to claim our son? Even after he almost died—thanks to you.” 
 
    I leveled a calm stare at his face, which was taut with anger.  
 
    “I’m not claiming anything that’s not mine.” 
 
    Helen cleared her throat. “Lana, I spoke to Gretchen. She said you and Alexander . . . had perhaps developed some feelings for each other. Is that true?” 
 
    I knew what I was supposed to say. What they wanted me to say. But I had been through so much—I’d been through the hottest fire and come out the other side. All the lies and secrets of the past had been exposed and burned away. I felt physically incapable of speaking anything but the truth, ever again. 
 
    It was the only way for me to move forward. To live. 
 
    “She’s right. I’m in love with your son. And he’s in love with me.” 
 
    Helen covered her mouth with her hand. Elijah shook his head, turned, and bolted out of the room.  
 
    I walked over to Alexander and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Ambrose. I just don’t want to lie to you. Not to you.” 
 
    Helen pursed her lips. “Elijah gets so upset when it comes to Alexander. He raised him since he was a little boy, you know.” She sighed. “He only wants the best for him.” 
 
    “I want that, too.” 
 
    She looked over at her son. Her only child, whose life I’d endangered.  
 
    “Then, Lana, you’ll understand why I have to ask you not to contact him ever again. Gretchen told me she invited you to the wedding, but it’s probably best . . . if you decline.” She had tears in her eyes and hugged me again. “You poor thing, I’m so sorry! You’ve been through so much. I know you’re not blood relatives, but everyone we know thinks Elijah is Alex’s father. If the two of you are together—it puts all of us in a very awkward position. And we just can’t see Alexander caught in another situation like the last one! It was so hard on all of us. Especially my husband. None of us can go through that again. You understand, I hope?” 
 
    I didn’t say a word as I let her hug me one last time. Then she sent the final death blow through my heart. “Good luck, Lana. I wish you all the best—after all, you are family.” 
 
    Stunned, I wiped my eyes and nodded. “All right.” I fled the room and nearly ran straight into Elijah, who lurked just outside. He cleared his throat. “I hope you find happiness in your newfound fortune.” His unspoken words in reverberated in my head. I hope you find happiness . . . without my son. 
 
    On my way to the elevator, I stopped at the nurse’s station and asked for paper and a pen. I frantically scrawled a note, folded it up, wrote his room number on it, and asked a friendly young candy striper to deliver it to him after his visitors left. I told her it was urgent and had to be delivered in secret. She smiled and promised to do it. 
 
    It was over.  
 
    I walked out of the hospital like a zombie. There was no sign of Martin Crawford yet. I’d broken the news to him—that his ex-wife and mother of his children was dead, and that Cressida was in the hospital in a state of shock.  
 
    I still had to inform Ramona’s other husband.  
 
    I got in my car and headed north to Glen Ellen.  
 
    I’d also need my dad’s help to clean the Ferrari’s back seat, which was absolutely soaked in blood. 
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    The phone rang as soon as I stepped out of the shower. I hit the speaker button and stood next to the frilly four-poster bed drying off with a plush white towel.  
 
    “Hey, Bernard.” Mr. Bannister and I were on a first-name basis. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lana. Sorry to bother you on a Saturday, but I wanted to let you know that escrow on your new house just closed, and I’ve transferred the balance in full. You may take possession immediately. The seller will meet you there Monday to give you the keys.” 
 
    My new home was a sprawling ranch in the hills above Sonoma was once owned by none other than Jack London. The charming Airbnb cottage I’d been renting in the woods outside Glen Ellen was cozy, but after six weeks hiding out there, I was ready to start my new life. 
 
    I squirted some jasmine-scented moisturizer into my hands and started rubbing it into my skin. “And the apartment?” 
 
    “Severine will be informed of your gift as soon as I file the paperwork. You’re absolutely sure about this?” Georgette’s palatial Fifth Avenue apartment was going to Severine. She deserved it—and I didn’t ever want to step foot in it again. 
 
    “Hundred percent.” 
 
    “Very well. And, I know it’s a Saturday, but I’d like to go over the other totals with you one more time.” 
 
    I slid on a pair of lacy black panties. “Fine, but if you don’t mind, I only have a few minutes.” I had to meet my date at the wedding soon—I’d barely make it. 
 
    “That’s fine.” He cleared his throat. “Let’s see now . . . twenty-five million to the Hidalgo Family Trust.”  
 
    “Correct.” I clasped the matching strapless bra behind my back.  
 
    “Ten million to a Mr. Charles Bernardo of Walnut Creek, California.” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “A wire of five million to a bank in Moscow, care of a Miss Nastasia Makarova.” 
 
    “Right.” Nastia had saved me—and then flown back home to raise her little boy once I’d testified that her actions leading to the death of notorious Russian crime lord Victor Savitch had been in self-defense—and in defense of me. I’d hired the best criminal defense lawyer in California to avoid a trial and get her home fast. Five million felt like the least I could do. I didn’t want her to have to date another Victor and abandon her son again. 
 
    “And finally, Headmaster Wimbish at the Briar School for Girls has gratefully accepted your offer to start a scholarship in your mother’s name for all girls who qualify.” 
 
    “That’s awesome. Thank you, Bernard.” No Briar girl on scholarship would ever be pressured to maintain a straight-A average to keep her place in the school. “Oh, and one more thing—please make sure my sister Cressida’s treatment bills are paid. Whatever the cost.” 
 
    “It’s been taken care of.” I’d found the best drug rehab in California—and it was in Malibu, just a few miles from Eden and her dad and stepmom. Cressida had balked and refused to go if her dad was paying—so I’d stepped in. Eden needed her sister healthy. Eden, somehow, was dealing with her mother’s death in a shockingly mature way. Somewhere deep down, I think she understood that her mother had very real, unfixable problems, and it was all very tragic, but at least the nightmare of being Ramona’s daughter was over for her.  
 
    Her fate would not be Cressida’s. Plus, I’d made sure she’d never have to know the truth about what her mother had almost gotten away with. 
 
    “Thank you, Bernard.”  
 
    “My pleasure, Miss Goodwin. Oh—and Mr. Ambrose? How is he doing?” 
 
    I hesitated. “Ah, he’s fine. Fully recovered.” Or so I’d heard.  
 
    “Wonderful news. Was the car delivered to your satisfaction?” 
 
    My stomach twisted into knots. “Yes, my dad delivered it yesterday.” 
 
    “Very good. Well, I won’t keep you any longer. Enjoy your evening.” 
 
    I hung up, spritzed my entire body with perfume, and went to the closet. I slipped my new gown off its hanger and laid it out on the bed. It had cost ten times more than the old Lana would spend in ten years on clothes—but it was a big night. Maybe it was too sophisticated for someone my age, but the new Lana was a thousand years old.  
 
    The last six weeks felt like an eternity. I’d spent most of it on the phone with Bernard Bannister, going over paperwork and making financial and legal decisions. 
 
    And hiding.  
 
    Because it turns out that inheriting hundreds of millions of dollars from the last surviving princess of New York’s Gilded Age is newsworthy. Not to mention getting kidnapped by the Russian mafia, and witnessing a double homicide on Point Bonitas involving my con artist ex-step mother and her cop boyfriend.  
 
    I was news. Huge news. Worldwide news. 
 
    Papers and websites all over the world had me and my story on the front cover. They’d sent reporters to Maya’s house, to my dad’s house, and even to random girls from high school that I’d never spoken to. 
 
    I’d even seen an interview on TV with Justine, my old boss from the Valet of the Dolls. 
 
    Some reporter got my dad’s home number, and then it seemed like every reporter in the country got it. It rang and rang, so he’d had to shut it off. There was paparazzi camped out on Chauvet Drive, so I’d secretly checked into an Airbnb rental house in the middle of the night. I didn’t even tell Maya where it was.  
 
    Even the cops had a hard a time believing my story. The part that seemed to impress them the most was how I’d successfully escaped from a notorious hitman by slicing off my ponytail high atop a rocky cliff at the Valley of Fire state park.  
 
    I never told any of them about how my dead godmother had helped me. 
 
    Who would ever believe me? 
 
    In the tiny bathroom decorated with vineyard-themed knickknacks, I finished my makeup with some mascara and glossy pale pink lipstick. I’d shaved and scrubbed myself raw in the shower, but the hair on my head was still a problem. At least my bangs were longer, so I swept them to one side and pinned them there. 
 
    The last six weeks had been painful, surreal—and weirdly productive. I had decided to press charges against Trevor and Brett, and once their lawyers saw the nanny cam video, they’d both pled guilty. There would be no trial—just some nice, relaxing jail time for both of them. 
 
    Even though I was trapped in my little cottage, my dad snuck over late some nights to bring me groceries and moral support—each time driving a different car to avoid getting spotted by the papparazzi.  
 
    I had all my belongings piled in the tiny guest room—things that had survived the road trip and Victor’s yacht, and all the clothes I’d bought in New York. But you can’t eat $200 jeans, and I couldn’t step foot in downtown Glen Ellen without drawing a crowd. 
 
    John Goodwin had basically recovered from the shock of Ramona’s death and attempted murder of me. The fact that he no longer had to worry about paying Victor or being killed really cheered him up. He was almost back to his old self.  
 
    When he’d refused a single dollar of my help, I’d hired a company on my own (with Bernard’s help) to rebuild my burned-down childhood home. He was still furious I’d decided to postpone college, but I had too much to do. After my gap year, I’d make long-term plans. 
 
    First, I had to figure out who the new Lana Goodwin was. The one who was fearless. The one who was richer than any eighteen-year old in America, practically.  
 
    The one suddenly in total control of her destiny. 
 
    Except for one thing. 
 
    I didn’t tell my dad about Alexander and me. It was over, so there was nothing to tell, anyway. I didn’t want him to know how it had all ended, or that the Ambroses had ordered me not to contact him. And how could I blame them? I’d caused a lot of damage. It was bad enough his girlfriend was his distant step-cousin. It was worse that I was also the one who’d almost gotten him killed. 
 
    Every day for six long weeks I fought the urge to drive to Pacific Heights, pound on his door, and throw myself into his arms. 
 
    But he’d never called me. I left him a note begging him to find me, but he never tried. He knew where my dad lived—he could have found him if he’d wanted to.  
 
    Instead I’d endured six weeks of agonizing radio silence.  
 
    I picked my gorgeous new dress off the bed and stepped into it.  
 
    Sumptuous navy silk with a hint of sheen tumbled down my body. The dress felt like wearing nothing. The skirt skimmed my body and brushed the floor, ending in a small train. The halter top tied behind the neck in a bow. Another tie at the waist cinched it tight and concealed the strap of my bra, but left the rest of my back exposed. The cool silk against my legs made me shiver.  
 
    I slid my feet into black suede heels, picked up my sparkly clutch and wrap, and left. 
 
    # 
 
    By the time I pulled up to the valet at the ultra-fancy Napa vineyard, late-afternoon sun glinted across the hills and vineyards. It was warm, but I had chills as soon as I stepped out of the car.  
 
    He was here. 
 
    “Lana? Is that you?” My old friend Desiree from the Valet of the Dolls held my car door open for me. “I saw you on the news!” 
 
    I gave her a huge hug. “It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    “Love the hair,” she said, looking me up and down. “And this car—hello! What are you doing here?” 
 
    I handed her the keys to the brand-new Aston Martin and shrugged. “I’m family.” 
 
    Ushers in tuxedos led me down a stone path to the shady lawn behind the main winery building. The lawn overlooked the rolling vineyards below. An ornate canopy of branches festooned in white flowers framed the view perfectly. Roy, looking dapper and tanned, waited under the canopy. Alexander and Soren stood next to him in charcoal gray suits. 
 
    My heart raced as soon as I saw him. He was slightly paler than I remembered him, and his hair was longer. I slid into a chair in the back row next to a handsome older bearded man wearing a purple bow-tie. 
 
    “Just in time,” the bearded man said to me, with a little wink. I nodded, and the music started. Everyone stood up and turned to watch. A long series of bridesmaids in pale green flowing gowns with white flowers in their hair made their way to the canopy. I narrowed my eyes at the first one, who I assumed was Bree. Gretchen emerged last in a draped, lacy gown on the arm of her father, beaming. When she arrived under the canopy, Roy took her arm. The music stopped, everyone sat down, and the ceremony began. 
 
    As soon as the happy couple kissed and marched back up the aisle to the cheers of the crowd, Alexander scanned the crowd, but he didn’t see me. I watched him escort his mother up the aisle, and they disappeared into the building. Wedding guests drifted over to another lawn, where glowing white lights were strung up, waiters circulated with trays of appetizers and champagne flutes, and a jazz band played live music.  
 
    I was supposed to find my date, but I didn’t know where he was. 
 
    The bearded man next to me tapped my arm. “Excuse me, Miss? I’m sorry but are you Lana Goodwin?” He and the younger man sitting next to him watched me expectantly. 
 
    “Oh. Ah, yes, I am.”  
 
    The younger one nodded. “Told you!” he said to the other guy. “Jay and I read about you in the Chronicle. What a story! You’re like a real-life Cinderella! How does it feel to inherit—”  
 
    The bearded man elbowed him. “Michael, don’t be rude. She’s at a wedding!” 
 
    I laughed. “It’s okay. I can’t really believe it either. I keep thinking I’ll be back in rags as soon as the clock strikes twelve.” Michael eyed me up and down. “No way. You were born to be a princess.”  
 
    Jay smiled at me with bright eyes. “Maybe we can help Lana find her Prince Charming.” 
 
    A hand brushed my bare shoulder. “There you are.” I almost jumped out of my shoes. “I was worried you chickened out.” 
 
    My date had found me. Soren Ambrose looked dashing in his suit. His beard was freshly trimmed for the occasion. “Guys, mind if I steal her?” He held out his arm and I slid mine through his. 
 
    I waved goodbye to my new friends and walked back down the path with Soren. My heart raced. I tried to act normal. “How’s life, Soren?” I asked.  
 
    He shrugged. “Better now that this dumpster fire wedding is almost over.” He looked over at me and smiled. “Nice dress. Super sexy and very heiress.” He reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a cigarette and lit it. “Ready to help me ruin a wedding—and make my little brother’s day?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Soren had shown up unannounced at my door three days earlier. He’d found me by simply hanging around Glen Ellen until he’d spotted my dad heading to my secret lair.  
 
    He’d insisted I come to the wedding with him. We’d argued about it. 
 
    “I can’t—your parents told me to stay away from him.” 
 
    “You care what people think? Hello—you’re the richest teenager in America.” 
 
    “I don’t want to cause any more problems in his life.” 
 
    “Right now, you hiding from him is his problem.” He’d rubbed his beard and sighed. “My little brother thinks you don’t want to see him ever again and it’s breaking my heart, okay? My parents told him you said you needed space and that you begged them to make sure he never contacted you again.” He’d glared at me. “But I call bullshit on that.” 
 
    “What! I never said that! I even left him a note! I told him to call me as soon as he was feeling better.”  
 
    He’d nodded. “I knew it. He never got your note.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    He’d smiled ruefully and shrugged. “On the flight yesterday, I overheard Gretchen talking to my mom about your little note. Apparently, Helen found it in his hospital room but Elijah wouldn’t let her show it to him.” He’d watched my reaction with a satisfied grin. “The good news is that Elijah decided on the spot to reinstate Alex’s inheritance. I guess he thought that was why Alex was so interested in you.” He’d looked a little sheepish, even apologetic. “That’s not why he’s interested in you, though. Just to be clear.” He’d sighed heavily and stroked his beard. “My parents are actually good people, but my dad can be a dick. Helen’s trying to protect her family. She just sucks at it.” 
 
    “You’re right—your dad is a dick.” 
 
    He’d grinned at that. “Lucky for you, so am I. You want to help me get a little bit of revenge—and make Alexander’s day?” 
 
    As we walked towards a walled-off garden overlooking the valley, I spotted them posing for photographs. The entire wedding party was sitting on low stone steps, with Gretchen and Roy in the middle, clasping each other’s hands. Alexander sat behind them, flanked closely by two pretty blondes in green chiffon who looked at least ten years older than him. 
 
    Soren opened the gate to the garden and I followed him in. “Get behind me,” Soren hissed as we approached them. I moved so his body blocked them from seeing my face. 
 
    “THERE he is!” shrieked Gretchen, gesturing to the photographer. “That’s my brother, finally! Soren, where the HELL have you been?”  
 
    “Sorry, I ran into an old friend.” Soren stepped to the side. “Surprise!”  
 
    Gasps went up in the crowd. My eyes found Alexander and his gaze met mine and suddenly there was no one else there. 
 
    “Lana! Is that you?” Roy shouted. “Wow, hardly recognized you looking like that.” The posed gathering fell apart as everyone rushed at me. “Lana Goodwin, everybody! I’m sure you recognize her from the news.”  
 
    I barely heard the cacophony around me. I lost sight of Alexander as various Ambroses greeted me and shook my hand and kissed me on the cheek.  
 
    Suddenly the crowd parted. Alexander walked towards me and Soren. Everyone got quiet. 
 
    “Hey, bro—didn’t mean to make a fuss, but I want you to know that Lana here left you a note when you were in the hospital,” Soren said. “She wanted you to get in touch with her as soon as you could.” Elijah glowered from the steps, where he hadn’t budged. Helen looked horrified. “She’s been waiting six weeks to hear from you. So I thought I’d bring her to the wedding where you two kids can sort all this out.” 
 
    The truth hit Alexander as if in slow motion. His eyes widened and his jaw clenched. “Mom? Is that true?” Alexander’s voice was calm and deep. It was the first time I’d heard it in weeks and a thrilling shock ran through my body.  
 
    Helen looked like she was about to cry. “Honey, let me explain.” The other guests politely drifted over to the other side of the garden, but I felt all eyes on us. “Dad felt it was for the best.” She looked at me kindly. “I owe you an apology, Lana. I was wrong.” 
 
    “What about Alex?” Soren shouted. “When does he fucking decide what’s best for him?” 
 
    Elijah, who was a few inches shorter than his son, walked up behind Soren.  
 
    “When he can start making responsible decisions.” 
 
    Soren bristled. “Pretty sure wanting to be with the girl you love IS a responsible decision, Pop. Not that you’d know. Why’d my mother run off to Europe?” 
 
    An elderly woman in a sequined black gown gasped and clapped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Soren!” Elijah snapped. “That’s enough.” 
 
    “Alex, our dear sister knew they told Lana to stay away from you. Right, Gretch?” Soren was on a roll and enjoying it. Gretchen stared daggers at Soren. Roy looked bemused. 
 
    Helen spoke up. There was a note of panic in her voice. “Soren, this is Gretchen’s day—can we please discuss this later? Alex, honey—” she turned to her son. “I want to apologize. Dad and I should not have hidden Lana’s note.” 
 
    “Helen . . .” Elijah warned. 
 
    “No, Elijah! The way you treat Alex is unfair.” I laid a hand on Helen’s arm and she almost burst into tears. 
 
    I looked at Elijah. His expression softened. “Your son’s the best person I know. The best person I’ve ever met. He saved my life—more than once.”  
 
    Alexander’s dimples made an appearance. It had been so long since I’d seen them. He walked over to the speechless Elijah and shook his hand.  
 
    “Elijah, I love you and I forgive you. But now I have to get Lana out of here before she decides she hates every last one of you people.”  
 
    He gave Soren a tight hug and whispered something in his ear and Soren’s face split into a wide toothy smile. 
 
    I walked over to Alexander and slid my hand into his. He bent down and brushed his lips to my cheek. 
 
    “Next time I’m unconscious, maybe don’t just leave a note,” he whispered.  
 
    “Sorry.” Electric shocks crackled through my bones. He smelled amazing. My body temperature shot up and I desperately needed to be alone with him. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” he said. “Still trying to kill me, I see.”  
 
    “Just wait,” I whispered back. His eyes narrowed and his dimples deepened. 
 
    He slid his arm around my waist as we strolled away from the garden. “Sorry I ruined your photos, Sis!” he called out. I turned and caught Soren’s eye. I waved and he winked at me. We practically ran down the path to the front of the winery. The last thing I saw was Helen standing next to her husband, grinning like a madwoman. 
 
    When Desiree pulled up in his brand-new silver-blue Aston Martin, I giggled when I saw his shocked expression. 
 
    “Very nice,” he said. “Closing out your tab?” 
 
    “Yep, it’s yours. But there’s just one catch.” 
 
    I held my hand up and Desiree expertly tossed me the keys. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You have to drive me home.”  
 
    # 
 
    As we drove over the top of the Mayacamas and headed down into Sonoma, a spectacular sunset exploded across the sky. A few stars sparkled against indigo sky to the east, along with the thinnest sliver of moon. The Aston Martin’s engine revved as he sped down the hill. It felt amazing to be back in a car with him.  
 
    We had farther to go together. I just knew it. 
 
    I smoothed the silky fabric over my legs and gathered the train into my lap.  
 
    “I can’t wait to see where you’ve been hiding from me.” He glanced over at me and squeezed my hand.  
 
    “I was hiding from the paparazzi, not you. Have you even seen the news?” 
 
    He nodded. “Last night they were discussing who’s going to play you in the movie.” I rolled my eyes. “Lana, can you tell me what really happened at Point Bonitas? I think there’s more to that story than they’ve been reporting.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yes, there is. But I don’t want to give you nightmares.” 
 
    He slowed to a stop at a red light. “You saw her fall?” I nodded. “Cressida saw it, too?”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He let out a deep breath. “And I wasn’t there to help you.” 
 
    I put my hand on his thigh. “You saved my life a few times. It was my turn to save yours.” 
 
    “Sounds like you saved yourself, though.”  
 
    That was true. Of course, I couldn’t have done it without Georgette. I’d tell him about her later.  
 
    “And somehow it’s all over. Our crazy adventure, I mean.” 
 
    He pulled off his bow tie and dropped it in the center console. “Or, it’s just begun. Your new life, that is.” My new life. The lights of the valley below looked like a blanket of diamonds. “Aren’t you supposed to be starting college this month?” 
 
    “I’m taking a gap year.” 
 
     He ran a hand through his hair. “When you didn’t hear from me, why didn’t you try to find me?” 
 
    “Your dad made it pretty clear I was not allowed to go near you.” 
 
    “You fought off a Russian hit man. You’re afraid of a fifty-nine-year-old golfer with a bad back?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m eighteen! Other people’s parents make me nervous. You could have contacted me, you know.” 
 
    “My parents told me you had begged me not to! But I did try—didn’t your dad tell you I talked to him?”  
 
    “What!”  
 
    “I got in touch with him, but he seemed super paranoid about where you were. Kept telling me to wait until the time was right. Then his number was disconnected.” 
 
    “My dad is bad at anything involving people, sorry. Turn right up there—my house is at the end of the road.” My dad and Alexander’s parents had done what they thought was best.  
 
    And failed miserably. 
 
    He parked in front of the cottage next to my Ferrari, which looked shabby and cheap by comparison. He turned off the engine and a heavy silence filled the air. My skin tingled. The silk over my chest fluttered as my heart banged against my ribs. I collected my purse and he followed me up the steps to the front door.  
 
    “I mean, they sort of had a point,” I said, as I fumbled for the keys. “Our trip was a little too exciting.”  
 
    “It was the best time of my life, Lana. Except for the getting stabbed part.” 
 
    “Exactly! Why would you still want to be my friend after that?” 
 
    The corner of his mouth twisted up and his dimples appeared.  
 
    “You’re right. I don’t want to be your friend.” He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled something out—a small black box. I stared at it in shock. 
 
    He laughed. “Relax. It’s not what you think. Open it.” Inside, the pink tourmaline earrings he’d given me in New Orleans sparkled. “They were able to salvage some stuff from the destroyed Vanquish. These survived. I thought you’d want them back, and I thought there was a tiny chance you’d show up at the wedding. And look.” He showed me his wrists. He was wearing the moon cufflinks I’d given him. 
 
    I stared up at him. 
 
    “You’re supposed to invite me in now, Lana.”  
 
    # 
 
    His presence filled my cozy little living room. He tossed his jacket onto the couch and looked around. “You've been living here all alone this whole time?” 
 
     I nodded. Six weeks of intense, aching loneliness. The tension of the last two hours—and the drive over the hills to Sonoma—made every nerve in my body feel like a violin string wound too tight. One touch and my moorings would start to snap. I bent down and lifted each foot off the floor, pulling one shoe off at a time, my eyes never leaving his.  
 
    “You trying to flirt with me?” There was an edge in his voice. 
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    He unbuttoned the top buttons on his shirt. “We’re sort of way past the flirting stage.” 
 
    I sauntered over to him and looked up at him. I put my hands on his arms and ran them up to his neck. “Show me how far.” His eyes burned into mine.  
 
    “All right.” 
 
    He reached behind my neck and tugged the silk ribbon holding the top of my dress up. The bow loosened and the bodice slid to my waist, leaving me in my strapless lace bra. He bent his head to my neck and slid warm hands up my bare back. As he kissed me I unbuttoned the rest of his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders, exposing his muscular chest and flawless, tan skin. Except for the red scar on his side below his ribs. He stopped and watched me run my finger over it.  
 
    “Does it hurt?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head and ran his fingers across the scar that marred my left shoulder. “Does this?” His hazel eyes glowed. I ran my hand up to the nape of his neck. 
 
    “Nothing can hurt me anymore,” I said. 
 
    “Only pleasure from here,” he said. “Is that the rule?” My breath caught in my throat. He pressed his warm lips to my shoulder and my knees almost buckled. I untied the ribbon on the back of my gown and let it slide to the floor. I carefully draped it over the back of the couch and then took his hand. He followed me to the little bedroom. “Lana,” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    His eyes were full of questions in the dark. “Did you know I started falling in love with you the day we met? When you were asleep in my car at your dad’s shop?” I shook my head. My chest heaved as I absorbed the revelation. “I’ve never known anyone like you. And you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.” 
 
     It was time to let him in on my secret. I shivered as he stood in front of me. “The last six weeks almost killed me. So much that I couldn’t stand to see you get hurt because of me. I’m so sorry!” My brain flooded with a thousand emotions and I started to cry. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” he said in a low voice. He wrapped his arms around me and sighed. “I am totally and as far as the eye can see in love with you.”  
 
    “You are?”  
 
    “Yeah. And I’m here, we’re together, and tomorrow is a new day.” I ran my hands up his chest and dragged him onto the bed. He deftly unhooked my bra and it fell away. 
 
    He ran his hands up over my stomach and breasts. “I’d crawl across broken glass to touch you.” My breathing changed. “So responsive.” 
 
    “Alexander,” I said breathlessly. “Please.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. I nodded. He kissed me over and over again. My heart was racing a thousand miles an hour. Blood pounded in my ears. He didn’t move—he just watched me silently in the room lit only by the stars and the sliver of moon shining outside the window.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I . . . don’t want to hurt you.” He sounded suddenly unsure of himself. 
 
    “You can’t hurt me.” I cupped his cheek in my hand. “You’ll never hurt me.” His eyes were dark and deep. “I love you.” 
 
    There was no drug on earth as addictive as he was.  
 
    If I could have bottled and sold his magnetic power, I’d enslave millions.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck and urged his face down to mine and the next word that repeated in my head was finally.  
 
    Finally.  
 
    Finally. 
 
    The next few perfect hours existed in a slice of time carved out and set apart from the continuum of normal life. Later, we lay together, our hair still damp, skin still warm, his hand pushing stray bangs out of my eyes, our legs tangled gorgeously, sunrise glowing over the wooded hills behind the cottage.  
 
    Beyond stretched our future, and it was gloriously infinite. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Lacus Autumni ~ Lake of Autumn 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One Year Later 
 
    Cheryl beckoned me through the beaded curtains. “Señora told me this morning you were coming—she sensed it!” 
 
    “Oh, really? I did call last week to make the appointment.” 
 
    Cheryl smiled. “She never checks her calendar, but she still knew. The Señora always knows.” She called into the dark back room. “Señora, Miss Lana is here.”  
 
    Señora Isadora was dozing on the worn red velvet sofa with her head leaning back and her mouth open, breathing heavily. She raised one eyelid. “Ah, Lana. Sit, sit!” 
 
    She lifted her legs off the ratty ottoman in front of the couch and motioned for me to sit on it. Cheryl slipped away through the beaded curtains. They fell back into place with a jangling rustle.  
 
    “What is it today, pretty one?” 
 
    “I need to talk to Georgette. My godmother. The—the one who spoke through you. Remember last year? The one who spoke French.” 
 
    The Señora’s ample chest rose and fell as she sucked an enormous breath in through her nose. “Ah. Well, I’ve already tried. She’s gone.” 
 
    “Can you try again?”  
 
    The Señora sighed, then she nodded. Her thick, calloused hand shot out and gripped both of my hands. She squeezed her eyes shut and hummed a low, vibrating sound. “Georgette! Lana wants to talk to you! Madame Georgette! Will you speak to her?” 
 
    The room was still and quiet, but I didn’t experience the strange electricity and warmth I’d felt the last time. I only felt a sudden emptiness. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said. 
 
    She opened her eyes. “Yes, she is gone. But Lana, be happy! It means she is no longer trapped here, between life and death. It means she’s gone on. She’s finally at peace—and with your mother.” 
 
    Maybe she’d achieved her mission here on Earth—to atone for Liam’s drowning and avenge Tanith’s murder and saved Tanith’s other child.  
 
    I didn’t know the rules of being someone’s ghost godmother, but I’d say Georgette Ambrose had done her best. 
 
    “Goodbye, Georgette,” I whispered. “Merci pour tout.” 
 
    The Señora smiled and nodded, and then she flipped one of my hands over to inspect my palm. “Hm . . . yes, I think all will be well for you, Lana. I see a long, happy future for you, Niña. And—there is a boy!” 
 
    I blushed. “My boyfriend?” 
 
    “For now. You will marry him! His name is . . . Alan. Yes, Alan!” 
 
    Outside, “Alan” waited patiently in the silver-blue Aston Martin. The trunk just fit our weekend bags. 
 
    “Let’s go, gorgeous.” 
 
    Before we left town, we stopped to visit my mother’s grave, and the fresh one beside it. It had taken months and many thousands of dollars, but I’d had my brother Liam’s tiny casket moved from New York and buried next to his mother. I couldn’t stand the idea that they were apart. Alexander left a bouquet of fresh wildflowers at the base of her headstone. 
 
    The drive out to the desert brought memories flooding back. It was late afternoon when we made it out to the Valley of Fire. Our suite at the Amangiri was just a few hours away. I opened the window and felt the heat of the late summer on my bare arms. The enormous square pink diamond on my left hand sent confetti of tiny rainbows across the dashboard. 
 
    I wiggled my fingers and the light danced across Alexander.  
 
    “You like it?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.”  
 
    “I do, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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