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        Thank you for downloading “A Knight on the Rocks”, a full-length standalone romance in the Montevor Royals saga!
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        When the royal palace was burning, I rushed in.

        That’s how I became Sir Darrel Vlovsky, knighted for my heroics.

        Alas, a helicopter crash over the French Alps ended my bodyguard career at thirty-eight.

        I pray the others survived and completed the mission!

        It’s killing me that I can’t help them… can’t serve my country anymore…

        A psycho couple from a nearby village rescued me and  locked me in their basement.

        My broken body is healing. But I loathe my captors’ grotesque secret cult.

      

        

      
        My only ray of light is their daughter Stella.

        She sneaks in when she can—chaste, troubled, engaged to some brat.

        Forbidden.

        Irresistible.

        In my old life, her tender age of twenty-two would’ve been a nonstarter.

        But here… All I know is that her parents will never let me leave.

        I, Sir Darrel Vlovsky, am a death row inmate.

        And Stella is my last wish.
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      Should I do it?

      The obvious answer is no. Not only would I be committing an act of deceit, but I would also be showing a lack of loyalty to Mom and Dad. This could be dangerous. I may come to regret my misdeed. Sure, it would be a small one compared to six years ago, but that was different. There had been no planning, no premeditation.

      On the other hand, if I chicken out now, my window of opportunity might close and not reopen anytime soon.

      The howling of the wind distracts me from my dilemma. With the heavy snowstorm blowing outside, I’m so much happier under the duvet in my room inside my parents’ well-heated house than at my workstation in Mom’s clinic in Rumilly. Or worse, outdoors. At this time of day, I could very well be trudging against the gale to the train station to fetch something Mom forgot when we drove out. Alternatively, I could be headed to the post office, or to the bank, or on some other errand for one of my overachieving parents, either in Rumilly or here in Vosier-en-Haut.

      Shivering at that mental image, I rub my arms. Good thing I made more tea! I add a teaspoonful of honey to my mug and take a sip.

      Mmm, nice. As far as the remedies for the common cold go, no pill can beat a cup of tea with honey, a good book, and a warm bed.

      I gaze out the window, nursing the mug between my hands. One of my many shameful little secrets is that I love having a cold, especially the kind with a low-grade fever. As a dental assistant, it’s impossible for me to go to work sneezing, coughing, and blowing my nose, even if I’m otherwise fine. Our patients wouldn’t like that. So, instead of another day at my mind-numbingly boring job, I get to be alone at home in the company of fictional characters, marveling at their moxie.

      A sense of unease comes over me. I reopen the book and try to read, but the unease lingers. I do my best to ignore it, but it only grows stronger as the morning wears on. Suddenly, I can’t take it anymore.

      Swearing at myself, I pull on a warm sweater, slip into my sneakers, grab my phone, and head downstairs.

      As I enter the basement, I hesitate again.

      Should I really be doing this? What if my parents find out?

      But the pull of curiosity is too strong. I approach the room with the locked door and hold a magnifying glass to the number pad on the lock. The angst gives me an urge to pee, but I’m also inexplicably excited. Elated, even. For the first time in the last six years of my life, I’m doing something unsanctioned by my parents. I’m having an adventure. Stella Jezequel, the world’s most prudent twenty-two-year-old, is being bold.

      My hands tremble as I move the magnifying glass from button to button, searching for the ones that no longer have the tiny ink dot I’d applied to them yesterday.

      There, I can see one! It’s number two. And four. And seven and eight.

      I open the Notes app on my phone and write down those numbers before moving to the next step. Yesterday, on my first day alone at home, my energy surged midmorning. I decided to exercise by walking up and down the stairs from the basement to the attic and back. On my second round I noticed the combination lock on the door to one of the rooms in the basement.

      How long had it been there? What’s in that room?

      I couldn’t remember. My first impulse was to ask Mom or Dad, whoever got home first in the evening. But doubt crept in. I was sure the lock hadn’t been there long. I would’ve noticed it. That meant my parents had had a locksmith install it, or Dad did it himself—being a DIY whiz—when I wasn’t at home.

      Thing is, I’m almost always at home. Even now that Philippe and I are engaged, we still go out only once every couple of weeks as we’ve done for years. And Gaby, my bestie, has no time left for friends between her new job and new boyfriend.

      After I noticed the lock, I went back to my room, fired up my laptop, and researched the various techniques to crack the code for a combination lock. The ink-dot method was one of them, and it’s the one I picked.

      According to my research, I can try the twenty-four possible combinations by pressing the four buttons I outed. I start, noting every combination I enter. After testing a dozen sequences without success, the lock clicks.

      Carefully, I open the door and peek inside.

      The room is dark, the floor is carpeted, and the ceiling and walls are bare. It has no windows or openings besides the ventilation shaft. It’s almost empty, with no boxes or piles of old junk. The only exception is a bed, the contours of which I make out in the darkest corner. In the opposite corner, there’s a cubicle the size of a small washroom.

      The stale air smells faintly of mildew and something else that I can’t quite pinpoint. Antiseptic? A chill fills my body as I step inside, sensing that something is amiss. As my eyes adjust, I notice a light fixture on the ceiling. Is there a switch somewhere by the door? I grope for it.

      There! I flip it on.

      My mouth falls open. There’s a man lying on the bed! He’s cocooned in wool blankets from the chest down, and his legs are elevated. His head, shoulders, and upper arms are bandaged.

      Not trusting my eyes, I sidle closer with my heart hammering in my chest. His face is pasty. Strands of red hair poke out from the bandage around his forehead. He appears unconscious. But he’s real.

      I take a hesitant step forward and touch his upper arm wrapped in layers of white gauze. Yes, he’s real!

      Is he in a coma? What’s he doing in our basement? I can’t imagine why my parents would keep him here.

      The man stirs. His eyelids flicker open. He turns his head ever so slightly and, with effort, shifts his unfocused blue gaze to me.

      I freeze.

      He parts his chapped lips and makes an unintelligible sound. It’s the quietest and briefest of murmurs. I strain to hear, to understand what he’s saying. He tries again, this time mumbling a few slurred words. I think I hear the word angel but I can’t be sure.

      Is he hallucinating? What if he wakes up and tries to grab me?

      He might be injured, but he’s much bigger than I am. The flight response kicks in, and I turn on my heels and bolt to the door. Just before shutting it behind me, I remember to turn off the light. The lock mechanism clicks again, sealing the heavy door.

      I run upstairs to my room, my heart thumping like crazy. What I just saw wasn’t normal. There is no rational explanation for it. Try as I may, I can’t fathom why my parents—my respectable and law-abiding parents—would keep an injured man locked up in their basement.

      Is he a bad man? Or is he a good man hiding from bad men?

      But then why is he here, and not in a safe house, under police protection? Could our house be that safe house? Are my parents providing a service to the police by hiding him here and taking care of him?

      Whether he’s good or bad, I know I’ve discovered something dark. Something dangerous. Something my overprotective parents don’t want me to be a part of.

      What does one do with a discovery like this?
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      With difficulty, I open my eyes. My head is pounding, my body is on fire. The fog in my head is still there. It’s just as thick as the other times when I woke up and found myself being bandaged or spoon-fed. Every time, I saw the same middle-aged couple who’d brought me to this dark, moldy place.

      But something is different now.

      A new person is here with me. I don’t think she’s human. She’s a beautiful creature of light, an angel. She comes closer. I peer. It’s a skinny young woman with thick brown curls framing her delicate face.

      No, no, it’s an angel!

      She’s too ethereal for a human. There’s an aura of light all around her. She’s a divine envoy who’s come to save me. Or she’s here to administer the last rites and confess to me because my body is broken beyond repair.

      I try to speak to the angel, but I’m too weak. She doesn’t seem to understand what I’m saying. I close my eyes in frustration. When I open them again, the angel is gone. I’m alone in the dark once more. I sink back into the mattress, defeated.

      The pain in my chest and limbs is back again. It’s strong, stronger than I can bear. It begins to overwhelm me. It warps my mind until I don’t know what’s real and what’s a dream or a memory just like it did after the crash…

      I glance at the altimeter and check the fuel gauges. We have more than enough for the rest of the flight.

      Beneath us, the Swiss Alps look as majestic as ever, but I’m in no mood to meditate over the view. We have a top-priority mission to complete, and the weather is turning bad. The sky darkens and the wind picks up. I check my phone for an update on the weather conditions, but there’s no reception up here.

      The info is on the radio.

      “We’ve got a storm warning,” I shout to Prince Theodor from the copilot’s seat.

      “I suggest we head east to avoid the storm,” Jordan adds. “Then we’ll cross the Swiss border again.”

      “Do it!” Theodor says, green-lighting the suggestion.

      I glance over my shoulder at Elise sitting next to him. She’s scared, I can tell. He’s trying to reassure her by telling her they’re in capable hands, but she’s not convinced. That’s a shame because we’ll do just fine. The storm is coming in fast, and the wind is buffeting the helicopter, but our aircraft is a sturdy, well-designed machine. And Jordan is an excellent pilot.

      Something makes a loud pop.

      “What was that?” Elise asks.

      I hope it isn’t what I think it is.

      Jordan turns to her and Theodor, while the helicopter starts to shake. “We’ve been hit!”

      “With what?” Theodor asks.

      I think he already knows the answer. The barrage of thuds crushing against the chopper leaves no doubt as to what’s going on.

      “Gunfire!” Jordan shouts.

      We’re under attack. There’s only one person capable of mounting a brazen assault of this kind from a light military aircraft in Swiss airspace. Kurt Ozzi.

      I unbuckle myself to get the parachutes. “Boss, we should prepare for a worst-case scenario!”

      It’s dead quiet in the cockpit. I look around. A spray of shots has splintered the window. Jordan is sagging over the control panel. We’re spinning. Theodor rushes to the helm and desperately yanks the stick back to stabilize the chopper. It’s working.

      Meanwhile, I help Elise into her parachute, telling her as reassuringly as I can that we can handle this situation. It’s going to be all right.

      Suddenly, the engine roars and then rattles. The vibrations that had been coursing through the cabin stop. The helicopter tilts sharply to one side. There’s a snap, a loud clang and a cracking sound that shake the entire thing. My chest tightens with the realization that my worst-case scenario is coming true. We’re crashing. Theodor is frantically pushing buttons on the control panel, but nothing changes. He can’t fix this.

      “Is Elise secured?” he asks as I slip a parachute onto his back.

      “Yes,” I reply.

      As I move on to Jordan, I glance down at the peaks and ridges, and warn Theodor that our opening is dangerously low. We need to deploy the parachutes within seconds of the jump. It’s the only way to avoid the helicopter’s crosswinds and survive the landing.

      Theodor nods.

      Jordan is unconscious. I struggle to get his arms into the loops.

      Theodor barks for me to leave Jordan and put on my own chute. I look down at the terrain, too close for comfort. And then there’s the other worry; Kurt’s helicopter is still chasing us. Theodor is doing his best to steer the helicopter upward and out of the attacker’s range.

      “There’s no time,” he yells at me. “Do it now!”

      He’s right. I put on my harness, reminding myself that I need to make sure that Theodor and Elise get out of this flying coffin and survive the jump. That’s my priority. That’s my raison d’être.

      Miraculously, the jagged mountaintops beneath move away as we inch upward.

      “It’s the best I can do,” Theodor says, scrambling toward Elise. “See you on the ground!”

      They climb out. I make my way to the door and jump out, pulling the cord hard two seconds later. Icy wind rushes past me. Adrenaline is pumping through my veins. The sky is all around me, blue, white, and gray. I try to get my bearings, look around. A few peaks away, higher up, the helicopter is spiraling down once again, smoke trailing behind it. Below me, I spot Theodor and Elise, their parachutes open.

      Thank God!

      The rocky terrain hurtles up to meet me. I brace myself. When I slam into the ground, it’s at the wrong angle and much too fast.

      Shit, it’s a slope!

      Tangled in my parachute and unable to anchor myself, I slide, spinning and careening down the steep slope. Bones crunch. I focus on protecting my head but cringe in pain at every jolt that fractures a rib or a bone in my arm or leg. My left arm snaps back on itself like a toy. I groan, gritting my teeth.

      Finally, with a thud and an explosion of pain, my body smashes against the bottom of the crevice. In a fittingly sinister accompaniment to my tumble, the sounds of a loud crash echo in the ravine. I smirk through the excruciating pain. The chopper landed about as well as I did.

      Jordan is gone. There’s no way he survived that crash.

      With effort, I call for help, but the wind and the snow around me swallow up my voice. I try to move, lift myself off the ground, but I can’t. My right leg is twisted and useless. Something’s wrong with the left one, too.

      The cold creeps into me while my consciousness retreats. I think about Jordan. I think about Theodor and Elise. If they landed safely, then that’s all that matters right now. I did what I had to do as Theodor’s bodyguard. I can rest easy.

      Who knows, maybe they’ll find me.

      And maybe it won’t be too late.
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      I close the door of the basement room behind me and take a deep breath. I can’t believe I’m doing this. Sneaking back in here a week after what I saw and ran away from feels like a much bigger transgression than my initial visit.

      To my shame, I have miserably failed to confront my parents about the bandaged man. I had a whole week to ask them, and I didn’t. Every time I worked up the nerve, a little voice in my head reminded me how mad they’d be that I’d resorted to treachery to discover their secret. “Such disloyalty, such a breach of trust!” Dad would say. “And from you, of all people!” Mom would add. That is, if she talks to me at all.

      They’d be profoundly disappointed.

      I do fear their anger, too, but apparently not as much as disappointing them. The anger would pass. They’d forgive me because they love me more than anything in the world. Even my horrible, irreparable act of six years ago didn’t change that. Their disappointment, though? I don’t know if I could handle that.

      And that’s why, instead of meeting Gaby for a long lunch in Annecy, like I told Mom, I’m here. Gaby will give me an alibi. She said it’s the least she can do to make up for her neglect of me over the past few months.

      I turn on the overhead light and pad over to the bed. If the injured man is still here, and if he’s able to talk, I’ll ask him who he is. He’s here, asleep or unconscious, just like last time. I decide I’ll call him Ginger until he tells me his name.

      He looks less sickly, though. With a jolt of shock, I realize that he’s handsome. All I could recall from my last visit was his bandages, his size, and that delirious blue gaze. But now that I’m taking a good look at him…

      Beneath the blankets, it’s impossible to miss the contours of his tall, powerfully built body. I notice a sling cradling his left arm, but not the right one. The blankets cover his legs and midriff. Both his feet are propped to be above the level of the heart, like last time. I’m assuming both of his legs are broken.

      His bandaged torso forms a mouthwatering V, like a pro swimmer.

      My fiancé’s body shape is a V, too… only inverted. Hee-hee-hee!

      Feeling guilty for allowing myself such an unflattering comparison of Ginger’s and Philippe’s body shapes, I shift my gaze to Ginger’s strong neck, and then to his face.

      His bandaged forehead, overgrown beard, dark circles, and sunken cheeks no longer obscure his chiseled features. What a well-cut mouth he has! And those eyebrows, darker than his hair, but still reddish, and arched just so! And the tiny lines around his eyes, and the gray hairs peppering his temples and beard—

      Cut it out, Stella! What is wrong with you?

      Shame washes over me. I’m an engaged woman. And not to some random guy. Philippe is my childhood friend, a beautiful soul who loves me enough to overlook my crime, which he knows about. He also knows I’m not sexually attracted to him. Infinitely patient, he says we have all the time in the world. We’ll work on the “romance” side of things after we’re married. And, regardless of the outcome of those efforts, our union will be about so much more than sex! He claims that it’s vastly overrated, anyway.

      So, I’m here to ask Ginger questions, not to leer at him.

      Should I try to wake him up?

      I inch closer and kneel, careful not to startle him. “Monsieur? Can you hear me?”

      He stirs slightly and his eyes flick open, like last time. I hold my breath as he slowly shifts his azure gaze to me.

      “Who are you?” he asks in a low, raspy voice. “You came here already, yes?”

      “A week ago.”

      His lip curls up. “I thought I was dying, and you were an angel.”

      “Definitely not an angel.”

      “What’s your name?” he asks. His accent could be Swiss.

      “Stella.”

      “And your last name?”

      Should I share it, not knowing who he is? “Who are you?”

      “My name is Darrel Vlovsky. I am a UK national.”

      “There’s zero English accent in your French.”

      “I grew up in Switzerland.” He pauses. “What’s the date? Where are we? Who is the couple who found me and brought me here, and the other couple who came for the ritual yesterday?”

      I stare at him. What other couple? What ritual? Has he been hallucinating? “You were probably delirious,” I say.

      “I wasn’t.” He lifts his arm a little, wincing, and points to the cubicle in the other corner. “There’s a sink in there.”

      “O-o-kay.”

      Darrel points out the plastic bottle on the floor by his bed. “Can you empty that bottle, rinse it well, and bring me some tap water to drink?”

      The request is so unexpected that I don’t answer at once.

      “Please,” he begs.

      As I grab the bottle, the penny finally drops. He’s thirsty! My parents don’t give him enough to drink!

      “Your parents?”

      Shit! Shit, shit, shit! I did it again. I spoke a thought aloud without realizing it. That damned quirk will be the end of me.

      “This is my parents’ house,” I say, feeling vaguely guilty.

      His eyebrows bunching, he says, “I’m parched, Stella.”

      I dart to the cubicle. It has a sink, like he said, but also a toilet bowl, both made of heavy-duty stainless steel and securely bolted down.

      What the Hell is this?

      Returning with the bottle, I set it on the floor and adjust Darrel’s pillow so that his head is propped up. After that, I bring the bottle to his mouth. He drinks thirstily and then lies back, closing his eyes for a moment.

      “God, that felt good!” he says, opening his bright blue eyes.

      I nearly drown in them.

      “Are my parents…” I gulp a breath of air and blurt, “Are my parents helping you? Are they giving you shelter and protection, or are they… er…”

      The idea that they’re holding him hostage is laughable.

      “Your parents rescued me some time ago,” he says. “Maybe two weeks, maybe three. What’s today’s date?”

      “February 15.”

      “Aha. Three weeks, then. They gave me first aid, antibiotics, painkillers. They cleaned my wounds. Your mother bandaged me like a pro.”

      “She’s a dentist, so she’s had some medical training.”

      Oops! Did I say too much?

      “I thought she must be some kind of medic.” He studies my face. “You do look like her, but a lot prettier.”

      Was that a compliment? Should I say thank you?

      “The bad news is,” he adds, “your parents made me their prisoner.”

      “You mean, you’re not on the run? Not hiding? You don’t want to be here?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      This is too wild.

      Why would my parents keep him in our house against his will? It’s Mom and Dad we’re talking about. A dentist who now runs her own clinic and an entrepreneur who’s in his second term as mayor of our village, Vosier-en-Haut. I know them. They are hardworking, honest, caring people. Not a pair of lowlifes!

      “You’re lying,” I say. “I don’t know why, but you aren’t telling me the truth. There must be another explanation.”

      “There isn’t.”

      An idea hits me.

      “Darrel Vlovsky, you say?” I pull out my phone. “Let’s see…”

      Concern flashes across his face as he realizes what I’m about to do. I knew it! He wasn’t being honest with me, and I’m about to prove it.

      Unfortunately, there is no reception down here. I tell him I’ll be back and dart upstairs to the ground floor, taking care to shut the door behind me.

      A quick search for Darrel Vlovsky in the UK produces no social media pages, no LinkedIn profiles, yearbook photos or anything that match the man in our basement. I ask the all-knowing Internet about the UK database of missing persons. Hallelujah! It’s publicly accessible through the National Crime Agency’s website. I query the database for a Darrel Vlovsky. It turns out no UK nationals with that name are missing.

      Got you, liar!

      I return to his side. “I may not have gone to college, but I’m good at looking things up.”

      His resigned expression tells me he already knows what’s coming.

      “No UK nationals called Darrel Vlovsky have been reported missing,” I say. “What’s more, it’s unclear if such a person exists at all.”

      He mutters a curse before apologizing for it.

      I cross my arms. “Why don’t you tell me the truth? What’s your real name?”

      “Darrel Vlovsky is my actual name.”

      “Oh, really?”

      He nods. “I have a very real British passport, which I must’ve lost during my endless fall.”

      “What fall?”

      “Into a crevice somewhere in this area. Hence my broken bones.”

      “Aha.” I narrow my eyes. “Did you know my parents before?”

      “No.”

      “Did you have a chance to give them your name and tell them you didn’t want to be here?”

      “Yes.”

      I don’t believe you. “So, you’re saying you’re just some guy who fell into a crevice. My parents found you, tended to your injuries, but also made you their captive for the fun of it.”

      We stare at each other. I want him to know that I don’t believe his story.

      “I’m going to ask my parents about you,” I say finally.

      “Don’t!”

      His outburst gives me pause.

      In a much calmer tone of voice, he starts again, “Stella, my instincts and my training tell me you have nothing to do with your parents’ crazy little cult.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He opens his mouth but seems to have difficulty talking. “May I have more water?”

      I help him drink.

      He drains the bottle.

      “Would you like me to refill it from the tap?” I ask.

      “Yes, please. Thank you.”

      I pick up the bottle and take a step toward the sink when he calls after me, his voice a lot more fatigued now than before. “Can you leave it half-empty like it was before?”

      “Why?”

      He hesitates. “So that when your parents see it, they would assume it’s the water they left for me.”

      I blink.

      He points his chin to the wall on the other side of his bed. “Pull the mattress back and take a look.”

      Leaning over him, I pull the mattress back a notch. The wall behind it is wet.

      “Your mother crushes my antibiotics and painkillers into my water,” he says. “Until very recently, I was too weak to swallow anything solid.” He hesitates before adding, “I’m almost certain she adds other drugs to her mix.”

      “What drugs?”

      “A mild sedative and something psychotropic. She might be resorting to hypnosis, too.”

      “Rubbish—”

      “Last night,” he interrupts me, “I pretended to drink but spat out my water after your parents left. And today, my head is clearer than it’s been since my accident.”

      I stand up. “It’s too much. You’re manipulating me! What was that you said about my parents? Their crazy little cult? We’re Christian. Is that what you were referring to?”

      “Of course not!” His expression becomes a little detached, as if he’s considering an idea. “I can prove my claim about your parents.”

      “Oh, yes? How?”

      “Do you have fifty bucks to spare?”

      I nod.

      “Order a spy cam off Amazon or eBay,” he says. “Have it delivered to a locker, not to your home address. And make sure your camera has local storage, since Wi-Fi doesn’t work here.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then unpack it, charge it, and hide it in here.”

      I shake my head. “I won’t do that. For all I know, you’re a fugitive criminal that my parents took pity on. And now you’re messing with my mind, so I’d help you harm them.”

      “I’m not messing with your mind,” Darrel says, his voice growing weaker. “All I’m trying to do is persuade you to believe me, and to help me.”

      I rise to my feet and head to the door.

      He can’t be telling the truth. If he is, then it means I don’t know my own parents. It means they’re capable of things I never imagined. Like kidnapping a man.

      Preposterous!

      Darrel Vlovsky—if that is his real name though it doesn’t seem to be the case—is a liar. He’s a bad man with a secret grudge against my parents. He also happens to be infuriatingly handsome, even in his current state, but that changes nothing.

      I won’t let him use me against Mom and Dad!
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      “We have a busy day ahead of us,” Mom says, pulling over in front of the clinic. “Did you take your pills at breakfast?”

      I climb out of the car. “Yes, Mom.”

      As always, she leads the way, and I follow her a couple steps behind to the small clinic my parents purchased a couple years back. Nestled in the corner of an elegant brick building, its large windows trimmed in white stand out against the warm brown of the walls.

      Mom unlocks the door while I use the remote to open the rolling security shutters.

      We step inside. Mom turns on the lights, as it’s still a little dark, given the early hour and the heavy clouds. I take in the familiar sight of our flawless waiting room. A futuristic white glass counter divides the space into two areas, with shelves of meticulously organized dental supplies behind it. A half dozen trendy plastic chairs are arranged along the wall. I straighten and space them out evenly.

      As we set up for the day, Mom tells me about her plans with Dad for the weekend. And like every weekend, they’ll go hiking. This time it’ll be a three-hour trek around Lake Annecy. They love legging it in the wilderness, especially in the nature reserve of the Bauges Massif. They tried to get me to share in their passion, but they failed. As soon as I was old enough to say no to my parents, I began to opt out of their weekend plans, especially in winter.

      What can I say? I don’t mind communing with nature in the summer. But in the winter, I’d rather read a book or watch a movie than trudge in the snow. The other thing my parents love about hiking is that after they climb a geographic and spiritual height, they reward themselves with the earthliest of things—a delicious meal. They grab a gastronomic dinner in one of the many good restaurants in the area before heading home.

      It must’ve been during a hike that they stumbled upon Darrel.

      If he hadn’t begged me to hold off, I would’ve mustered the courage by now to ask Mom or Dad about him. But he told me his life depended on me not confronting my parents. He also offered a handsome reward if I call a man called Adam, whose number he gave me, and explain where to find him. He swore that Adam would get him without denouncing my parents to the police or causing them any harm.

      What a load of bull!

      It goes without saying that I don’t believe a word of it. I haven’t called Adam, nor do I intend to do so. I’m 99 percent sure he’s manipulating and gaslighting me.

      The trouble is the remaining 1 percent.

      Because of that reasonable doubt and because Darrel fascinates me the way no one ever has, I keep visiting him.

      Over the last week I made four more forays to the basement. I went there in the wee hours of the morning, after checking that my parents were asleep. It was risky, so I didn’t stay long. What I did was empty and refill Darrel’s water bottle. I also smuggled in ham and cheese. He was sick of the pureed vegetables, which were the only food my parents were feeding him.

      “They do it because vegetables are good for you,” I told him. “It’s the healthiest diet.”

      “They do it because a protein-free diet keeps me weak,” he countered.

      The other bootleg thing I got him was a secondhand electric watch. He hid it from my parents by sticking it into a small tear in the mattress between his bed and the wall. The watch shows not only the time but also the date and day of the week. Before I showed up, Darrel had been using my parents’ twice daily visits, and his own sleep-wake and hunger cycles to track the passage of time. It wasn’t a very accurate method, even though his estimate was surprisingly not too far off.

      He claimed I saved his sanity by getting him that watch.

      After much hesitation, I also ordered the tiny covert camera he’d asked for, and I fixed it high up, in one of the moldy areas of the wall, like he’d instructed me to.

      With both of his legs still fractured, Darrel can’t stand up. But he can use his arms now. My parents change his bandages and clothes regularly. They also keep him clean. He looks healthier—and, unfortunately for me, sexier—with every visit.

      Mom’s voice yanks me back into the present. “You’re welcome to join us for the hike. It’ll make us happy.”

      I decline, as always. “Gaby and I have plans.”

      She arches her eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you be having plans with Philippe now that you are engaged?”

      “He’s on a business trip to Zurich through Monday.”

      Mom grins with visible relief. “Oh, Lana didn’t tell me. But good for him! Maybe a promotion coming up.”

      Philippe’s mother, Lana, is Mom’s bestie, just as his father Bertrand is Dad’s closest friend. The four of them are beyond delighted with our engagement. The match had been a cherished dream of theirs for as long as I can remember.

      Mom retreats to the examination room in the back, and I move to my post behind the counter. At nine sharp, our first patient arrives. A strapping Monsieur Coutet, for a routine checkup and scaling.

      After I type his information into the computer, I invite him to have a seat. “Dr. Jezequel will be with you shortly.”

      Three minutes later, Mom comes out to greet him and escorts him to the dental chair.

      When I join them, the patient’s quiet demeanor has given way to visible discomfort. His eyes keep darting around the room. Scared of the dentist, are we? Call me a weirdo, but I love seeing patients like that. I’m scared of my own shadow, but dentists are the one thing I have never feared, no doubt because of my mother. So, when the eyes of a jacked adult man widen in terror at the sight of the tools in the top drawer, my chest swells with pride.

      Mom puts on her gloves. “Don’t worry; we’ll do our best to make sure you’re comfortable.”

      For the next half hour, Mom and I work in an efficient, precise, well-oiled routine. She checks and scales Monsieur Coutet’s teeth. I assist her, making sure the tools she needs are in the right place and ready for use, passing them to her and keeping the patient’s mouth dry.

      We chat about mundane things to keep our patient distracted. The work itself is dull, but the harmonious companionship that Mom and I settle into makes it bearable.

      “Have you been experiencing any pain or discomfort lately?” Mom asks Monsieur Coutet at one point.

      “I’ve been having some sensitivity in my back molars.”

      She smiles like she expected that answer. “Let’s take a closer look.”

      As always, her competence garners my admiration. I wish there were an area I could excel in like Mom does at dentistry. It must be such an empowering feeling, such a source of satisfaction, to be great at what you do! Me, I’m great at getting in trouble despite, admittedly, doing my best to avoid it.

      I sneer at the bitter accuracy of my self-assessment.

      Mom rolls a little back in her chair. “I’m afraid you’re going to need a filling, Monsieur Coutet.”

      She goes on to explain why and what the procedure would involve. Wrapping up, she instructs him on proper dental hygiene and asks if he’d like to make an appointment for the filling, or if he prefers to get a second opinion.

      “No, I trust you, Doctor,” he says.

      I grab the tablet from the worktop, and we schedule an appointment. Mom hands him a mirror so that he can see the work she has done.

      He bares his much whiter teeth, studies them, and then nods, looking pleased. As he pays and leaves, he thanks us both profusely.

      “I think he was pleased with his visit,” I say to Mom.

      “Yes, he seemed satisfied. Good work, Stella!”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re the tooth fairy. I’m just the little helper mouse.”

      But even as I deflect her compliment, part of me feels proud.

      At half past noon, just as I’m seeing the morning’s last patient out, Dad bursts into the office.

      “If you had lunch plans, cancel them!” he exclaims, bright-eyed. “I’m taking both of you to lunch.”

      “What’s the occasion?”

      “A victory for our village, for our community! Tonight, we’ll be toasting at the office, but I wanted to celebrate with my two favorite people first.”

      “What victory?” Mom asks.

      “Remember the offer I made to that fast-growing media start-up that was looking for an HQ?”

      We nod.

      “They picked my offer over a dozen others, including that smug Paul Debray,” Dad says, standing taller.

      Mom gives him a wink. “Are you saying you succeeded in seducing a potential source of jobs and revenue for our village, where our jealous, gossipy neighbor failed to do that for his?”

      “Paul Debray and Vosier-en-Bas can kiss my—” Dad interrupts himself. “I apologize, ladies. What matters is that Vosier-en-Haut won the tender. We’re going to have a new company here and more tax income to offer our people more services!”

      His enthusiasm is so infectious that Mom and I clap our hands with delight. Dad is an extraordinary mayor—the kind any township would dream of.

      If there is anything I know for certain it is that my parents are good people. They are the best, not just as parents, but also as human beings.

      There is simply no way they’re holding Darrel against his will. I have no idea why he’s lying to me. Maybe for fun or for a much more complex reason.

      But I know he is lying. And I’ll get to the bottom of it!
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      I waited twenty minutes after Mom and Dad drove to their hiking-and-dining adventure. Then I locked the entrance door and hid my coat and boots away. Like that, if they come back because they forgot something or because the weather degrades rapidly or for anything else, it’ll look like I left. Gaby has been warned.

      The only problem with my plan is that if Mom and Dad go straight to the basement, I’m screwed. There will be no time to get out. I’ll have to come clean.

      With my heart racing, I knock in our agreed pattern to let Darrel know it’s me and then open the door to his room—his “cell” as he calls it.

      He’s sitting up in his bed and reading a well-worn book by the light of a flashlight in his hand. The bandage around the top of his head is gone now, revealing a clean-looking scab under his hairline.

      A broad smile spreads across my face. He’s recovering at a much faster rate than before!

      On my last visit, he asked for a book, preferably a paperback, and a tiny flashlight that he could quickly tuck under the mattress to conceal it from my parents. He said he was losing his mind with no other sensory or intellectual input than the darkness, pain, and desperation. I picked Three Men in a Boat by Jerome K Jerome. It’s the funniest book I have ever read. I thought Darrel would enjoy it, but I wasn’t sure he was well enough to read.

      “Hello, Stella!” he says.

      I close the door and turn on the overhead light. “You like the book?”

      “It’s really good!” He switches the flashlight off and dog-ears a page. “Thank you so much for this little gem!”

      His voice is still weak but more lively and stronger than before. Deeper, too. Velvety. I love the sound of it. The other thing I love is that someone trimmed his beard. If he was handsome before, now he’s swoon-worthy.

      I take a seat beside him, making sure to leave enough space so that I don’t accidentally brush against his broken legs. “Did my parents perform a ritual, like you thought they would? Did you manage to tape it?”

      “Yes and, I believe, yes.”

      What? That can’t be true. I was sure he had dreamed the earlier ceremonies up.

      I clear my throat. “What did they do?”

      “Good question.”

      Huh? “What do you mean?”

      “They drugged and hypnotized me, so I can’t remember much.” He shrugs an apology. “Did I tell you that your mom rocks at hypnosis?”

      She rocks at everything she sets her mind to, so that doesn’t surprise me. But his allegations are absurd.

      “This is no joking matter,” I say primly. “Did you view the recording?”

      Silently, he points at his legs. “I’ll discover it at the same time as you.”

      I slap my forehead. What a fool I am! Not only can’t he walk to the wall to take the camera eye off, but he doesn’t have anything to view the material on.

      I unstick the tiny device from the wall and return to Darrel’s side.

      His lips curve into a crooked smile. “Let’s hope it isn’t X-rated. I can’t watch adult or violent stuff with you.”

      “I’m twenty-two!”

      He sizes me up. “You look younger.”

      “It’s because I’m short and skinny.”

      “Even if you were tall and curvy, from my thirty-eight years of age, you’re a confused, inexperienced, and stubborn kid.”

      I stomp. “I’m no child, Darrel! Please don’t call me that.”

      “Stella,” he says. “This argument is pointless. Let’s watch the video.”

      I agree but him calling me a child exasperates me. The funny thing is, I don’t mind it when other people assume I’m younger than my age. I take it as a compliment. But coming from Darrel, it upsets and frustrates me to no end.

      Anyway, he’s right. We shouldn’t be wasting our precious time arguing about this.

      “Ready?” I ask him, connecting the camera to my phone.

      He nods.

      The first minutes of the recording, nothing happens. We wait, and then I begin to fast-forward chunks of it. When I slow down on the fourth or fifth time, the basement looks different. The sharp overhead light is turned off, but the room is lit. Flickering candles are placed on the floor and on a console table that wasn’t there before and isn’t now. I know that table! Its usual spot is in the entryway.

      Incense and a small object that looks like a syringe are on the table behind the candles.

      A woman steps into the camera’s field of view.

      Is that… Lana?!

      “Do you know Lana?” Darrel asks me, looking entertained.

      Oh no, I said that aloud! “She’s my mother’s best friend.”

      Beats me why, but I don’t add, “and my fiancé’s mom.”

      What is she doing there?

      Three more people join Lana in the center of the room. One is her husband Bertrand. The other two are Mom and Dad. All four are dressed in loose, flowing robes and their feet are bare. The women’s hair is loose.

      Mom picks up the syringe from the console and turns to someone by the wall. I can’t see that person, but I’m assuming it’s Darrel.

      “What’s in the syringe?” he asks.

      “Just something to help you relax and open up.” She moves toward him, her saffron robes swaying around her.

      Dad and Bertrand follow her. To do what?

      “Did they restrain you before the jab?” I ask Darrel, a part of me still refusing to believe my eyes.

      “I’m not sure…” He glances at me, a bit puzzled. “I should remember something like that, shouldn’t I? But my memories are too fuzzy.”

      We return our attention to the video.

      Mom, Dad, and Bertrand come back to where the camera’s eye can see them.

      “We have come together today,” Mom begins, her voice solemn, “to perform the Ritual of Unveiling of Dreams. We ask the Ever Mage to guide us through it.”

      She pauses, her gaze sweeping over the faces of the others, Darrel included. He must be sitting up, in the same position as now, propped against the pillow and the wall.

      “Trust me and relax,” Mom coos to Darrel. “You’ll feel great in no time!”

      Dad hands her a small object. I pause the recording and zoom in. It’s a pocket watch. When I restart, I can hear it ticking melodically.

      “Follow the pendulum’s arc, left to right, right to left,” Mom says to Darrel in a low, soothing voice, her words an incantation.

      She’s hypnotizing him! I had no idea that she and Dad and the Bauds were part of some mediation group or members of cult or whatever it is that I’m looking at. Is that what they do when they gather at the Bauds’ house once a week to play poker? Is Philippe aware of the charade? I’ll ask him when he’s back.

      And who the hell is the Ever Mage?

      Mom continues her chant. “Breathe deeply, Darrel. Inhale the wisdom of the ages, exhale the doubts and fears that cloud your mind.”

      Then Dad takes over, his voice booming and pompous, “Imagine a door before you, a gateway to the realm of dreams. As we count down from ten, the door will open, and you will step inside.”

      “Your consciousness will slip away from the physical world,” Lana says. “It will enter a vibrant dreamscape, where signs and symbols of knowledge await you.”

      Mom and Dad begin to count down, their voices blending in perfect harmony.

      As they reach “one,” Mom raises her arms, spread wide. “Do you feel the presence of the Ever Mage? Do you sense the joy of it, coursing through your veins?”

      I glance at the real-time Darrel. He’s staring at my screen, wide-eyed.

      In the video, Mom, Dad, and the Bauds shift closer to one another other.

      “Open up to the wonder of the moment, Darrel!” Mom invites him. “You were put on our path for a reason. You have the mark of the Ever Mage. Allow your soul to receive his message for us, so that he can help us!”

      Curiouser and curiouser, my favorite childhood heroine would say. As it happens, I feel exactly like Alice after she fell through the rabbit hole and found herself in a weird wonderland where everybody seemed insane, and nothing made sense.

      And I thought I was the Mad Hatter of the family!

      The Bauds, Mom and Dad join hands and stare at Darrel in eager anticipation. Long moments pass.

      “I wish the camera angle covered you,” I say to Darrel.

      He points at another moldy spot on the wall. “If you stick the cam there, we should be able to see more next time, including me.”

      “Good idea!”

      He cocks his head. “That is, if you still refuse to call Adam after this.”

      I purse my lips, feeling cornered. Should I make that call? Can I trust Adam? Can I trust Darrel?

      He speaks again, “Haven’t you seen enough to believe me when I say that I’m being held here against my will? Help me get out before your folks graduate to violence.”

      “They won’t! They are good people!”

      Just a little crazier than I thought.

      OK, a lot crazier than I thought.

      Darrel makes a sarcastic noise.

      There’s movement on the screen. My parents and the Bauds break the hand-holding semicircle.

      “It is time,” Dad says.

      Mom steps toward Darrel. I can’t see what she’s doing, but I can hear her voice. “Leave the dreamscape, Darrel! Speak to us! Tell us what you saw and who you encountered!”

      “I saw a serpent, coiled around a column of light,” Darrel says.

      He sounds monotonous and detached, like he’s still in a hypnotic trance. Which, I suppose, is the case.

      “It could represent the balance between darkness and light,” Dad comments, “and the Ever Mage’s central role in maintaining that balance.”

      “Did the serpent speak to you?” Bertrand asks, his voice filled with awe. “Did it give you a message from the Ever Mage? Did it explain where we should be looking for the stolen talisman—”

      Dad clamps his hand to Bertrand’s mouth.

      “What are you doing?” he whispers angrily. “The drug and the hypnosis have made him extra-biddable. If you start suggesting what he might’ve seen in the dreamscape, then your suggestion will override his actual memories.”

      “Basically, he’ll tell us what we want to hear,” Mom sums up.

      The rationality of their remarks is at such odds with their clothing, with the ritual, and with the absurdity of what they’re doing, that I sneer.

      In the video, I hear Darrel’s voice. “The serpent gave me a message from the Ever Mage.”

      “What message?” Lana asks.

      Darrel carries on in the same dull tone as before, “It explained where you should be looking for the stolen talisman…” His voice trails off.

      “Where?” Lana and Bertrand ask.

      Silence.

      Mom folds her arms over her chest and looks away, her expression defeated.

      Dad rolls his eyes. “So, then? Where?”

      It’s obvious that he doesn’t expect a helpful answer.

      There’s a long silence, before Darrel replies, “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

      Dad turns to Mom. “This is a waste of time now. Pull him out of it.”

      “Pay attention, Darrel!” Mom commands, her voice sharper than before. “You will slowly count to one hundred and then awaken from the trance. When you return to your conscious self, you won’t remember the past hour.”

      As Darrel counts, my parents and the Bauds put out the candles, pack everything up, and leave the room.

      I pause the recording. Darrel and I stare at each other.

      “Will you help me?” he asks again.

      I should, shouldn’t I?

      Biting my nails, I try to think. “If what you’re saying is true, if they’re really holding you here against your will… then…”

      “They won’t go to prison for it, I promise.”

      But what if you’re lying? Or what if your buddy Adam decides otherwise?

      It’s my parents! I love them. They adore me. They took huge personal risks to cover up my crime. They treat me like I’m a perfectly normal young woman, merely introverted and shy. Lana and Bertrand have been equally kind to me. Their son wants to marry me, knowing what I’m capable of, and they’re OK with that.

      How can I repay such kindness with ingratitude? How can I live with myself if by helping Darrel I put my family in harm’s way?

      “No one will report your parents and their friends to the police,” Darrel says again. “I give you my word.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “Because I’m the most trustworthy person you’ll ever meet.”

      I curl my lips with derision. “Says the man with no digital footprint, no mention, no proof of his existence. A man no one reported missing after a month.”

      “Stella—”

      I spring to my feet. “You are not who you say you are. You are not a UK national. I doubt your real name is Darrel Vlovsky. Who are you?”

      There is a brief hesitation in his eyes before he speaks. “I swear to you that my name is Darrel Vlovsky and that I hold an authentic British passport, which I, unfortunately, lost during my fall.”

      “Liar!”

      I stalk out, mad at him for refusing to tell me the truth. Even more than him, I’m mad at myself for being so confused and uncertain about how to handle this situation. As for my parents, I could strangle them right now.

      What the hell are they playing at? The robes, the rituals, the hypnosis? The Ever Mage? For Pete’s sake!

      I’ve shared a house with them all my life. How is it possible that I was clueless about this circus?

      That’s it; I’m confronting them the moment they walk in tonight.

      Watch me.
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      When I reach the ground floor, I realize two things. First, I’m still holding the spy camera in my hands. Second, I didn’t change the water in Darrel’s bottle. Now that I’ve seen with my own eyes Mom and Dad drugging him, his theory that they add a sedative to his water to keep him drowsy isn’t exaggerated or outlandish anymore. Oh, and I completely forgot to smuggle in protein-rich food for him.

      That makes it three things.

      I head to the kitchen, load a big plate with slices of ham and cheese, add four slices of bread as an afterthought, and return to the basement. Darrel has reopened the book, but he isn’t reading it like last time. Instead, he’s staring at the opposite wall.

      “Sorry I walked out on you like that,” I say, placing the plate on his lap. “It was too… overwhelming.”

      “I get it, and I don’t blame you,” he says. “Even though I should.”

      I empty and refill his water bottle, before dashing to the spot where he suggested we should stick the camera for a better angle. “Here?”

      “Yes.”

      I attach it to the wall, then go to his bed and sit down.

      He rolls up a slice of ham, without bread.

      I point at the untouched toast. “Not your favorite kind? I thought you’d like some sandwiches.”

      “It’s sweet of you. But, like I said before, don’t bother with the bread.”

      There’s an awkward pause. I don’t know what to say, and he doesn’t try to talk. It occurs to me that not giving him a fork and a knife to eat with is a silly precaution. From the way he moves his right arm, I’d say it has almost healed. If he were going to attack me, he could hit me over the head with that plate.

      I know he won’t do that. He might want to hurt my parents, though.

      Darrel stops when he’s eaten about a third of the ham and cheese, and none of the bread.

      I frown, confused. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “I am.”

      “Then why won’t you eat it all?”

      He takes his time wiping his fingers and mouth with the napkin that I brought. “Do you really want to know?

      “Yes.”

      “Your parents drag me to the bathroom twice a day, morning, and evening. I have to last until they’re back.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      He half smiles at my expression. “Humans and their needs, eh?”

      “I’ll help you!” I jump to my feet. “Come on!”

      “You can’t,” he says. “With both my legs out of commission, I won’t be able to limp along, leaning on you. And I’m too heavy for you to drag me.”

      I sit back down, shifting uncomfortably. Mom and Dad won’t be back until ten or eleven, after their three-course dinner. All I want is to hang out here until then and talk with Darrel, but I find myself tongue-tied.

      He’s the first to break the silence. “I’m going to reveal something I shouldn’t, something you can use against me.” He settles his mesmerizing gaze on me. “But I want to earn your trust.”

      Unsure how to react to that statement, I simply wait for him to continue.

      “In case you haven’t realized from the ease with which I ate, my right arm is fully healed now,” he says. “I mean, I’ve lost muscle bulk, and there’s some stiffness, but my range of motion is satisfactory.”

      “That’s great news!”

      “Your mother’s care and the gentle exercises I’ve been doing helped.”

      I stare at his forearm. “With the cast on?”

      “These are splints, not a cast,” he says with a smile. “But yeah, you can do some exercises even with a cast on. Besides, the fracture in my right arm was nowhere near as bad as in my left arm and legs. Those will take a while to heal.”

      “Right.”

      “I’ve been hiding it from your parents.”

      I do a double take. “Hiding what?”

      “The extent of the improvement in my right arm.”

      “Because…?” I look up at him.

      “In your opinion?” He cocks his head. “Why do you think I’d suffer through your mother’s spoon-feeding me, brushing my teeth, and trimming my beard, and your father helping me wash, when I’m now able to do those things on my own?”

      “Because you’re lazy?”

      He startles for a second, and then guffaws.

      I don’t usually crack jokes, so I have no clue where that quip came from. But the fact that it made Darrel laugh fills my chest with more pride than I’ve felt over any prior accomplishment. Over anything at all.

      I giggle along while watching his face relax. His grin is delectable. The fine crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes are more pronounced when he’s laughing, and it makes my head turn. My heartbeat ratchets up. I gasp for breath.

      Thankfully, before I choke, his hilarity dies down. “Thank you! I hadn’t laughed in a month.”

      “Anytime!”

      He swipes a hand over his face. “OK, let’s rewind. Why do you think I hide the recovery of my right arm from them?”

      “Because you’re at my parents’ mercy? Because they have so much power over you that you derive solace, and a measure of empowerment, from keeping something from them?”

      And from charming their daughter to becoming your ally?

      “I hadn’t thought of it in those terms…” He strokes his beard. “There might be a grain of truth to your theory. But that isn’t my main reason for putting up with the indignity of being waited on by your mom and dad.”

      “What’s your main reason, then?”

      “It buys me time.”

      “To maneuver me into calling Adam?”

      “Yes,” he admits. “Also, to give my people more time to find me if they’re still looking. And, to stall your parents’ final move.”

      “What do you mean by the final move?”

      He looks at me like I’m the certified idiot of Vosier-en-Haut.

      I bristle. “So sorry if my parents’ plans aren’t as transparent to me as they are to you!”

      “If they realize that my right arm is fully functional now, they’ll tether or handcuff me. And if they determine I don’t have the info they need or give up, then they’ll jab me with a lethal dose.”

      “Are you insane?” I scoot closer, shaking my head. “They’d never do that! They’d never murder a man!”

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He gives me a bitter smile. “You love them, so you see them through rose-colored glasses.”

      “I do love them. They’re amazing parents. They stood by me six years ago, when I… when I messed up big time.”

      He leans back against the wall. “What did you do? Shoplift? Smash their car?”

      If only! “What matters is that they saved me, even if I’m not sure I deserved saving.”

      “You’re their child,” he says with a skewed shrug. “Their only child, right?”

      I refuse to let him diminish my parents’ goodness. “They’ve done so much for this community, helped so many people! Everybody around here loves them. Even Dad’s political rivals, even those who envy him and spread nasty rumors about him, recognize his—”

      “What rumors?”

      “That he’s a satanist,” I reply with a demonstrative eye roll.

      A gleam of mischief touches Darrel’s eyes. “Why would anyone say that about an upstanding citizen with zero skeletons in his basement?”

      His innuendo hits the mark. It gets me thinking. Could that ridiculous satanist rumor have a basis in reality? Had the family spreading it witnessed a ritual or something? Could my parents be… bad people?

      A seismic sea wave of guilt engulfs me for allowing those thoughts. It causes me to want to defend Mom and Dad with all I’ve got.

      “They won’t kill you, no way!” I exclaim. “They’re just desperate to find that talisman of theirs. And, for some weird reason, they’re convinced you can help them.”

      He slits his eyes at me. “Do you have an idea what their talisman is?”

      Incredulous at the extent of my parents’ secrecy, I spread my hands. “I’ve never heard of a talisman in the family before. I had no clue my parents and the Bauds had a little cult going. I feel so stupid!”

      “You shouldn’t.”

      “But I do.” Hang on a sec… “The mark! In the video, Mom said you had the mark, which is what led them to believe you’d be able to locate the talisman.”

      His eyes light up. “You’re right! She did say that!”

      “What’s your mark?”

      He scratches the back of his head. “I have a birthmark. Or it could be one of my tattoos.”

      “Can you show me the birthmark?”

      “Will you take off my T-shirt? The birthmark is between my shoulder blades.”

      My hands shake as I stand up and help Darrel with the sling.

      With his left arm freed, I take my time pulling the T-shirt up. His chest is covered with bruises and scabs just like his back, but it’s no longer wrapped in gauze.

      “When did your chest bandages come off?” I ask to distract myself from the pleasant tingle I feel every time my fingers brush his skin.

      “Yesterday. It still baffles me how I didn’t suffer more damage to my ribs and head during my long fall into that crevice.”

      Carefully, I slide the fabric over each arm. “You have a guardian angel.”

      “I don’t. The position is vacant if you want it.”

      I giggle.

      Hold on, was that a pickup line? Are we flirting?

      No, silly! He isn’t flirting with me. He’s reminding me about his plea that I call his friend.

      Finally, the shirt is off. For a moment I just stare at him in silence.

      His tanned skin glistens in the light of the ceiling fixture. His muscular form speaks of strength. At the same time, he looks vulnerable with his arms bandaged.

      And, God help me, so hot! Literally. The warmth radiating from his body envelopes me snugly, like my duvet upstairs. Only my duvet doesn’t make my knees weak. Nor does it smell like him. All man. A man I’d love to be my first.

      Oops! That was a totally unsanctioned thought. I didn’t mean it. I’m engaged to Philippe. As soon as I’m over our friendship and feel drawn to him, he’ll be my first and only man.

      “Can you see the birthmark?” Darrel asks.

      My face feels hot. My breath catches in my throat. My “yes” sounds like a hiss.

      He looks over his shoulder in a slow, careful way that reminds me he’s still in a good deal of pain.

      “Yes,” I repeat. “I can see it very well.”

      “What do you think?”

      You’re magnificent.

      I swallow hard. “It’s a small, oval, misshapen mark, light brown. Nothing to write home about.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      Well, that’s it, then. Except I’m not ready to walk away from the mesmerizing sight. To give myself an excuse to ogle his back a little longer, I take out my phone and snap a series of pics.

      “Just in case,” I say.

      “Want to see the tats now?”

      With my eyes glued to the expanse of his back, I part my lips. “Yes, please!”
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      Darrel’s lips quirk with a suppressed smile. “I’m afraid I’ll need your help again.”

      My gaze travels to the blankets covering the bottom half of his body.

      “To remove the…”—I gasp before exhaling an openmouthed breath—“the pants?”

      “It’s more of a DIY kilt, actually.” He chuckles. “With two broken legs, the splints, and the bandages, it makes your parents’ job easier.”

      “Of course.” I round him, standing by his legs.

      “The tattoos are on my arms,” he says. “So, the kilt and the blankets can stay.”

      “Oh.” If I hadn’t given him the impression I was a half-wit earlier, then I’m sure he’s convinced of it now.

      He extends his right arm, propping the back of his hand on the mattress. “Let’s start with this one.”

      I sit down and try to calm my breathing.

      “The tattoos are on the biceps,” Darrel says. “We’re lucky your mom bandaged my arms from the wrists up.”

      “How much will I need to unwrap?”

      “No more than ten centimeters.” He points his chin at my phone. “Snap a pic before you start, so you tuck in the end the way your mom did afterward.”

      “Good thinking!” I take pictures and stick the phone back in my pocket. “OK, let’s do this!”

      The end of the bandage on his upper arm is secured with a safety pin. I remove it. Then I grasp the end, and carefully unroll the gauze. As I reach the inner, bloodstained layers, Darrel’s muscles flex and twitch slightly. He winces.

      “Should I stop?” I look up at him. “What if I cause harm?”

      “You won’t. It’s just the scratches underneath. The bandage gets stuck to the skin in those places.”

      “What do I do?”

      “Peel it off. Gently.”

      I lift the stuck bit away from the skin and continue moving downward in slo-mo. As more of his skin is revealed, I feign studying the cuts for signs of infection—of which there are luckily none—so that I can take a better look at the bulging muscles of his upper arm. His bicep dazzles me. More than dazzle, it enthralls me. I’m totally spellbound before it.

      And he claims he’s lost bulk?! What did his arms look like before? Better not picture them because I might faint.

      “Your mother bandages like a war nurse,” he jokes.

      Glancing up at him, I grin. “My mother is good at everything.”

      Except for bookkeeping and management, which is why her clinic is in trouble.

      “She owns her clinic?” He hikes an appreciative eyebrow. “Good for her.”

      Shit! I spoke my thoughts aloud again. Did I reveal too much? Will he be able to use this information against her?

      He laughs, studying my face. “The part about the bookkeeping wasn’t supposed to be spoken out loud, was it? This isn’t the first time you’ve done that.”

      “You think I’m weird?” I ask.

      I’m so embarrassed I’m on the verge of tears.

      “No, I don’t.” His eyes crinkling up, he adds, “Well, maybe a little bit.”

      “More than a little bit,” I say with a bitter smirk.

      But you’re better off not knowing how much more.

      I resume unwrapping Darrel’s arm. The tip of the tattoo peeks out. A few more downward spiral turns, and the rest of it comes into view.

      “That’s it,” he says. “That’s the first tattoo.”

      “It’s beautiful!”

      He looks down at it. “No cuts or scrapes… Incredible!”

      “It lucked out because it’s small.”

      The design—a blooming rose entwined with two ribbons—isn’t particularly unique, but it’s very well done.

      I clasp my hands behind my back, as the temptation to touch it grows harder to resist. “Does it have a meaning? Is there a special reason you got it?”

      “It’s a symbol of a medieval chivalric order, and it represents unity, support, and strength.”

      I shoot him a disbelieving look. “With the pretty ribbons?”

      “You may not believe me, but that order has been accepting women among its ranks since its inception. Hence the ribbons of a brassiere.” He sits taller. “For centuries, we were the only order open to women!”

      “We?”

      “Damn!” He lets out a resigned sigh. “See? You’re not the only one with a tongue that slips.”

      Wildly entertained, I send him a low-lashed gaze. “So, you’re a member of an ancient chivalric order, huh?”

      He neither confirms nor denies that.

      I put a hand to my heart in a theatrical gesture. “That’s just so cool! What did you say your order was called?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Chivalric…” I pinch my chin. “Does that make you a knight?”

      “Indeed, it does.”

      “As in, Sir Darrel Vlovsky?

      “Correct.”

      “Wouldn’t someone called Sir Darrel Vlovsky, who’s not a gangster, contract killer or spy, have left a trace of himself on the Internet?”

      He just stares at me.

      “Because,” I continue, “I spent hours scouring it and got nothing.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Stella.”

      My eyes drill into his. “The truth, maybe? Who are you?”

      “Darrel Vlovsky, a knight.”

      I sit back on my haunches. “You want me to trust you, but you don’t trust me with your true identity.”

      “None of what I told you was untrue.”

      “All right,” I say, deflated. “I give up for now. Let’s get back to our undertaking.”

      “Yes, let’s.”

      “This tattoo is a more likely candidate for the mark my mother mentioned in the video than your unexceptional birthmark.”

      He nods. “Want to take a picture before we rebandage it?”

      “Absolutely!”

      I snap four or five photos from various angles, including long shots that allow me to catch his torso and his face. I might be giving myself away doing that, but the temptation is too strong. For the last one, I move the camera so close it’s practically touching Darrel’s arm.

      “Digital zoom is never as good as a real closeup,” I offer by way of an explanation.

      I’m dying to approach the phone just another notch so that the back of my hand would touch his biceps. But I don’t dare. He’s no greenhorn. He’ll see through my tack, if he hasn’t already. I set my phone aside. Rebandaging his arm will offer a more natural opportunity to touch him.

      “That’s too tight,” he says as I begin. “Also, be sure to overlap the layers by about half of the bandage width, like your mom did.”

      “Sorry.” I resume my slow spiral motion, wrapping snugly, but not too tight. As I move up, I let my fingertips brush the bare skin of his arm whenever the tiniest opportunity presents itself. Every touch fills my soul with excitement. He may realize what I’m doing, but I don’t think I care at this point.

      After I’m done, and the pin is back in place securing the end, I stand up. “Ready to show me the other tattoo?”

      “Yes.”

      I lean over him so I can see what I’m doing and get to work. As much as possible, I avoid tugging or moving his arm, mindful that the fractures on this side haven’t healed yet. Darrel grimaces in pain every now and then, but otherwise stays still.

      Finally, after a few minutes of unhurried unwrapping and careful unsticking of the bandage where it’s stuck, the second tattoo is revealed. Much bigger than the rose, this one wasn’t as lucky. A nasty, albeit clean-healing wound, has encroached on the intricate design, without ruining it, though. Inked into Darrel’s arm is a pair of hands cupping a glowing octagonal gemstone. The tattoo straddles his biceps and the other muscle… what’s it called… the triceps?

      “Correct,” he says. “You’re looking at the triceps.”

      Oh no, not again!

      He’ll think I’m seriously crazy. Which I am, and I take two kinds of meds for that, but I don’t want him to look at me and think, “She’s unstable.” Of all the people I’ve ever met, not him.

      I let my arms fall in exasperation. “Normally, this happens only once or twice a month. Not multiple times in the space of a few hours!”

      Too demeaned and disgusted with myself to look him in the eye, I take out my phone once again and snap several pictures for future viewing.

      “What’s the meaning of this tattoo?” I ask, my eyes on the inkwork.

      “It’s a medieval sigil that’s always been popular with the military. It represents a treasure worth hiding from the world.”

      I shoot him a heavy-lidded look. “Next you’ll tell me you were in the military before you became a knight.”

      He gives me a lopsided what-can-I-say shrug.

      I find myself yearning to touch him. All over.

      Dammit, Darrel! How can a man be so severely injured yet so hot?

      “What do you think?” he asks. “Could this tattoo be the mark?”

      “Out of the three, that would be my bet.”

      “Why?”

      I start wrapping up his left arm. “Didn’t you say it symbolizes a hidden treasure?”

      “Indeed.” He frowns. “But there must be a stronger link than the mere fact your parents had been hiding theirs from the world, even from you.”

      “True.”

      “Ideas?”

      I work my way up his arm, doing my best to cause him as little discomfort as possible. “What if… What if your medieval military symbol is linked to their cult? What if it was painted or etched on their stolen talisman?”

      He grins, bright-eyed. “You’re smart, you know? Very, very smart!”

      I nearly dissolve into a puddle of delight there and then. Panicking at my reaction, I return my focus to the bandage. When I’ve finished and pinned the tip, I help Darrel slide his arms into the sleeves of the T-shirt and then get it over his head. Without asking permission, without even making a conscious decision to do it, I smooth the fabric over his shoulders and torso, dragging my fingertips along his frame. Borderline stroking him.

      I’m so turned on! And not only by what I see or touch. The clean scent of laundry from Darrel’s T-shirt mingled with a titillating hint of fresh perspiration, wreaks havoc on my senses. The perspiration isn’t mine. I know how I smell when I break a sweat. This one is different, masculine.

      Was it the nerves from removing and putting back the bandages that caused him to sweat a little? Or was it… my touch?

      You’re flattering yourself, Stella! He thinks you’re a kid. And a weird one at that.

      I ease his left arm into the sling. He explains that it needs adjusting to relieve the pressure on his shoulder and arm. My heart pounds once again as my hands move over his body, carefully adjusting the straps so that they fit snugly and provide plenty of support without causing discomfort.

      It’s a mundane task, but it feels intimate. Small surprise! I must be the only twenty-two-year-old virgin in all France. My sexual experiences are limited to some Internet porn I’ve watched in secret and became grossed out every time. I’ve never had a boyfriend. I wasn’t interested or ready until I turned seventeen. And by then, I’d already had my fit of madness with tragic consequences.

      I received the rest of my schooling from home. Apart from my parents, Gaby and the Bauds, I’ve stayed away from people as much as possible for the past six years so I wouldn’t unwittingly give myself away. When you live like that, opportunities to pop one’s cherry don’t exactly line up.

      As for Philippe… Before he proposed, we’d never dated. We’d never even considered it. We were friends without the “benefits.” Now we’re friends who go on dates, hoping that, with time and patience, the attraction will come.

      So, there’s that. But there’s another reason for my unusual arousal, for this heightened sense of intimacy I’m feeling. That reason has nothing to do with my unconventional circumstances. It comes from the fact that a strong, wholesome, seasoned man trusts me—a damaged young adult—to take care of him while he’s vulnerable.

      He doesn’t really have a choice, does he?

      Exhaling, I draw back. Good. I needed that reality check.

      “I better be off,” I say. “Mom and Dad might decide to skip the restaurant and return early.”

      He responds with a brief nod.

      “I’ll try to find out more about the mark,” I add.

      “But discretely, OK?” He rakes me with his gaze. “And, please, don’t confront them about me yet.”

      He doesn’t restate his reasons.

      And I haven’t forgotten them.

      As if I could! I love my parents dearly, and I’m certain they’re no murderers, but there’s no denying he’s made some good points. His concern is valid. Letting him go would require that I rule out the possibility that he’ll report his abduction and illegal detention to the police. Whether he’s a fugitive or a spy, how can I be certain he’ll disappear and let my parents be? That he won’t seek retribution?

      I force myself to step away from him. “My lips will be sealed about you, I promise.”

      It’ll be an easy promise to keep, especially because I can still ask Mom and Dad questions about me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            STELLA

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      From the foot of the staircase leading into the town hall, Mom and I are watching Dad give a talk at the top. On this chilly late February morning he’s inaugurating the start of Vosier-en-Haut Family Fun Day.

      Half listening to his speech recycled from last year, I focus on the crisp winter air that fills my lungs. It’s a beautiful day. The midmorning sun casts a warm shimmer on the snowcapped mountains in the distance and on the buildings of the church square in the foreground, making everything sparkle.

      The square and the entire village are buzzing with excitement. Everyone and their aunt has turned out for the event. Dad must be incredibly pleased.

      Every year, Mom and Dad organize this celebration on a shoestring and swear they won’t do it again—not without sponsorship. Every year, the provincial, regional, and national powers that be reject Dad’s request for funding. And every year, he manages to raise enough money from the local businesses and surrounding farms, find creative solutions, and hold the event. Because the kids of Vosier-en-Haut look forward to it.

      Well, also because their parents vote in municipal elections, and Dad is running again next year. Not sure why, but keeping his seat means an awful lot to him.

      I tune in to his speech. Gesturing animatedly, Dad is extolling the unequaled beauty and rich history of Haute-Savoie and of Vosier-en-Haut, the jewel of our region. His passion is genuine, and it shows. He transitions to another favorite topic of his—the importance of living “with purpose,” eating good slow food, and getting plenty of exercise in the fresh air.

      As I listen, it occurs to me that, unlike him and Mom, I live my life without any purpose whatsoever. If I do have an objective, it’s to blend into the background as smoothly as I can. No one will suspect me of a crime if they don’t notice me to begin with. My most cherished dream is that the prescription drugs that Mom obtains for me and that I take religiously make sure that I never relapse.

      “My goal,” Dad says, “is to make accomplished hikers out of all of you. Are you game?”

      “Oui!” the crowd roars.

      “Good! If you want me to turn every one of you into hikers as dedicated as my wife and I, then you’ll need to reelect me next year.”

      People laugh and some shout, “Deal!”

      “I want everybody to have a blast today!” Dad cries. “And when you go home, I want you to make a commitment to your health.”

      His words hang in the air for a moment before the crowd breaks out in applause.

      In my mind’s eye, I see Darrel, injured and alone in our basement. Held there against his will, drugged, hypnotized, and forced to be part of bizarre rituals. Can someone explain to me how that fits with the sensible, benevolent things Dad just said, things I know he believes in? How?!

      There’s got to be an explanation.

      With the speech out of the way, Dad comes down the stairs. When he reaches us, he throws an arm around Mom’s shoulders and the other around mine, and we all head toward the stalls. The scents of hot cocoa, coffee, Nutella crepes, and roasted chestnuts waft through the air as we pass by the stalls of local artisans selling their goods. Mom exchanges pleasantries with the villagers and tourists. Her friendly, engaging demeanor tends to put people at ease. Dad is in his element, shaking hands and chatting with people as we move from one stand to another.

      When we cross someone I know, which makes for quite a few people despite my reclusive life, they tell me, as always, that I must be very proud of my parents. And as always, I reply that I am. Only this time, there’s a sour tang to the sweetness of my pride.

      “Isn’t it wonderful to see everyone enjoying themselves?” Mom asks me when we get to the area dedicated to children’s activities.

      “It’s great,” I say.

      We watch kids squeal with delight as they play, their cheeks rosy from the cold. At the ice rink, we cheer on amateur skaters trying to stay upright, while more experienced ones glide gracefully across the ice.

      If I see someone snapping a picture, and there’s a chance I might be in it, I pull my bell hat lower over my forehead and try to step out of the frame. It’s something I’ve been doing for the past six years, despite Mom’s and Dad’s assurances that they were the only witnesses to my crime.

      But what if they were mistaken? What if someone else saw me but not my victim, and didn’t connect the dots at the time? What if they do if they see me again? I’ll never find peace living in Vosier-en-Haut. If I could, I’d move across the country or abroad. But I can’t, because my disorder is incurable, and I need people I trust—Mom, Dad, and soon Philippe—to keep an eye on me.

      Dad tugs on my sleeve. “Want to get your face painted?”

      I follow his gaze. We’re now standing in front of a face-painting station, where children wait in line to have their faces transformed into animals, superheroes, or princesses.

      “I’m too old for that, Dad,” I say.

      “You’ll always be our little baby!” Mom pecks me on the cheek. “Always!”

      I would’ve melted from this before, deeming it cute. Today, however, their affectionate words sound almost ominous. Not a threat, no. More like a vow. Not cute.

      Seeing they can’t persuade me, my parents give up, and we head over to the live entertainment.

      A local band performs upbeat folk songs. People dance and clap along, their breath visible in the chilly air. My parents join the dance, laughing as they twirl around together. Their love for each other is evident in their eyes, in their gestures, in the words they exchange. It’s very endearing.

      I love them so much… and I’m so confused!

      An hour later, we enter my parents’ favorite eatery, where they’d booked our usual table in the back. The place is already bustling with locals and tourists who’ve all come here in search of sustenance and comfort from the cold. Mom and Dad sit across from me. Their faces glow with the satisfaction of someone genuinely pleased with their day and their life. The Family Fun Day has been a remarkable success so far, thanks to their dedication. They have every right to be pleased.

      Dad orders fondue, which is our Sunday lunch dish of choice this time of year.

      When our food and drinks arrive, I pick up my caquelon—the special fondue fork—and dip a small piece of bread into the steaming pot of fragrant cheese in front of me. Mom and Dad do the same. Taking the caquelon to my mouth, I savor the warm, flavorful, gooey goodness of the cheese-soaked bread.

      Ahh, so good! My life isn’t that bad, given the circumstances, is it?

      Am I making a mistake sticking my nose into my parents’ private business? Am I kicking a hornet’s nest? Is helping Darrel, which led to doubting my parents, going to blow up in my face? Am I ruining my future? Will I regret the path I’ve embarked on?

      I know I will. But there’s no turning back now.
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      The chef and owner of the restaurant comes out to say hello to his customers.

      “Monsieur le Maire, Mesdames!” he says as he reaches our table. “Is today’s fondue to your liking?”

      Dad looks up at him. “It’s extraordinary, Matthieu! You’ve surpassed yourself.”

      “Thank you, Monsieur le Maire!” Matthieu grins. “I finally got round to trying my wife’s grandmother’s recipe, and from the feedback I’m getting, I should’ve done so long ago.”

      “What’s the secret ingredient?” Mom asks.

      Matthieu shoots her a really, sweetheart look.

      She throws up her hands. “You can’t blame a girl for trying!”

      The three of them laugh heartily before Matthieu moves on to the next table.

      My head feels like it’s about to explode.

      The mismatch between this happy normalcy and the stuff going on in our basement is jarring. It’s killing me. The disconnect between my discoveries of the past few weeks and my normal life where Dad is a well-liked mayor and Mom a respected dentist boggles the mind. I simply cannot see how both can be true.

      What if I began to act as if I had never found a gorgeous man with broken legs behind that damned door? Would I be able to forget him? Can I unremember our conversations, his gallows humor, his body, his eyes, the feel of his skin under my fingertips?

      He’s no doubt lying about being a knight. He’s probably an outlaw. But… does it make him less fascinating? And does it make my parents’ treatment of him less reprehensible?

      The answer to those questions scares the shit out of me. I’m not ready. I want all this to just go away. I could find a way to blot it out of my memory. It’s best for my fragile mental health if I could forget seeing my parents on video drugging and hypnotizing Darrel to perform a bizarre ceremony with my future parents-in-law.

      To distract myself, I return my attention to the meal.

      I take another bite, relishing the contrast of the crunchy bread and creamy cheese. “I could eat this every day!”

      Dad chuckles. “You’ll have to marry a Swiss man, then. They live on fondue.”

      “Pish!” Mom swats his hand. “Have you forgotten that Stella is already engaged to Philippe?”

      Dad begins to assure her he was joking, when a well-dressed forty-something comes up to our table. “Jean-Claude! Ladies! I spotted you from the other side of the room and wanted to say hello.”

      “I am so glad you did!” Dad springs to his feet. “Yvonne, Stella, meet Monsieur Luc Delors, who’s about to move his flourishing start-up to Vosier-en-Haut!”

      We shake hands and exchange civilities. Dad grabs his coat and follows Luc Delors, aka the goose that will soon lay the golden egg, outside to talk shop.

      I gulp down the rest of the wine in my glass and train my eyes on Mom. “About Philippe…”

      “What about him, sweetie?”

      “We’ve been engaged and dating since October, but…” I look down at my plate. “We haven’t even kissed properly.”

      “You mean, with tongues?”

      I look up into her laughing eyes. “Yes, that’s what I mean, Mom. We haven’t done any of the things that a couple planning to get married would normally do.”

      “He’s old-fashioned, you know that.” She shrugs. “He wants to save all the fun for the marital bed.”

      “That’s very sporting of him, but…” How do I say this?

      She winks. “Are you impatient?”

      “No, I’m worried. What if I don’t enjoy the fun? Or, what if I don’t enjoy it with Philippe?”

      “Nonsense! You were made for each other. It’ll be perfect.”

      I tilt my head to one side. “And how would I know it’s perfect if I have nothing to compare with?”

      “You just will. Trust me!”

      “But what if…” I pick up another piece of bread to give myself time to carefully word the question. “What if later I become curious about other men?”

      She narrows her eyes.

      I soldier on. “Isn’t it healthier to have some experiences before marriage so that you don’t wonder afterward?”

      “Who put those ideas into your head? It was Gaby, wasn’t it?”

      “No.”

      “You should stay away from her,” Mom admonishes me. “You’re easy to sway, and Gaby is a bad influence.”

      I’m easy to sway, huh? I guess I am.

      “Gaby has never said anything against Philippe. Not once.”

      “Then who?”

      “I read books.” I level my gaze with Mom’s. “I also watch movies and TV. I peruse women’s magazines, blogs, social media.”

      She pales. “But you’re not on social media, are you? I thought you deleted all your accounts profiles after… you know. It’s too risky, Stella!”

      “I have a burner account,” I admit. “I never post anything, but I can still follow my old school friends, celebs, and writers. There’s a world out there, beyond the ‘safe triangle’ between our house, the clinic, and the Baud house.”

      “Does it make you sad that you can’t be part of it anymore?” she asks.

      I nod.

      “OK, listen to me.” Mom leans closer over the table. “What you’re going through is called FOMO, fear of missing out. It’s perfectly normal. Your curiosity about other men is normal, too.”

      I stare at her, surprised at her sudden change of attitude.

      “What’s not normal,” Mom continues in a hot, compassionate whisper, “is your circumstances. The safety of the routines that your dad and I set up for you have lulled you into forgetting…”

      She hesitates, so I finish for her. “My crime.”

      “Shush!” She looks around and over her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, Mom. I can never forget it.”

      She keeps silent for a moment, aligning her wine glass with her water glass and her plate.

      “I’m going to reveal something you weren’t supposed to know until after you were wed,” she finally says. “But, given your doubts and the questions you’re asking… I’m sure your father will agree with my decision.”

      I focus on her eyes.

      “Once you and Philippe are married,” she begins, “he’ll prepare you to become one of us. With him being your peer, we thought he was better suited to induct you than your father or me.”

      “One of us? Induct me? Into what? What are you talking about, Mom?”

      “Your dad, Philippe, his parents and I form a… secret club.” She hesitates again, no doubt weighing how much to reveal. “We follow certain rules laid out by one of your paternal forefathers over two hundred years ago, and we benefit from the benevolent protection of a higher being.”

      Ah yes, the almighty Ever Mage!

      “We also perform certain rituals,” Mom adds.

      Sitting back, I fold my arms over my chest.

      “Spiritual rituals,” she hastens to add. “Although, some of them are of a very, should I say, enjoyable, nature.”

      “What the f-f…fondue does that mean?”

      “It means that you’ll have your experiences, sweetie,” she says with a knowing smile on her face. “Save yourself now, and in a few months, you’ll be able to try all sorts of things in a safe and controlled environment with your husband’s blessing.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “Are you saying Philippe and I will be doing threesomes?”

      “Such a vulgar term!” She returns to rearranging the tableware in front of her. “Stella, there is so much you don’t know or understand at this point! But I promise that this time next year, all your questions will be answered. We’ll accelerate the timeline.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of your initiation. At the other end lies beauty, power, and harmony. You will understand the purpose. You will embrace it.”

      “Are you…” The term I’m about to use is much stronger than club, but I don’t want to pussyfoot around. “Are you guys in a cult?”

      “No.”

      “Sounds like a cult to me.”

      “You’ll find out soon enough, sweetie!” She pats my hand. “And, like I said, you’ll embrace it.”

      “What if I don’t?”

      Her face hardens. “Have I ever failed you? Have I ever let you down? Has either of your parents ever given you a reason to distrust them?”

      “No,” I admit.

      Dad returns to our table, looking a lot less pleased with himself than before he walked out.

      Mom shoots him a worried glance. “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s having cold feet, Yvonne,” Dad hisses.

      Mom and I goggle at him.

      Dad removes his coat and mutters in an altered voice, “Monsieur Jezequel, your village is adorable, but it’s too remote.”

      Mom blinks. “I thought the deal was done?”

      “The day I took you and Stella to that celebratory lunch, Luc and I had shaken hands on the terms and made a joint announcement to my staff at the town hall.”

      Mom and I wait while he pulls his chair and sits down.

      He drains his wine. “Since then, I’ve signed the paperwork. But not Luc. He hasn’t signed anything yet.”

      Mom’s face falls. “First, my financial troubles at the clinic. Now this. Are we running out of luck?”

      “Big time,” Dad confirms.

      They exchange meaningful looks.

      “And if we don’t find that lost luck of ours,” Dad grits through his teeth, “then I might as well pull out of the mayor’s race before the official start!”
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      I curl my body away from Stella, closer to the wall, so that she can sit more comfortably. There’s a moment of panic when a slight twinge in my right knee makes me realize I moved my legs, too. I did it effortlessly without picking them up or asking Stella for help or even wincing from the pain.

      Shit! How could I be so reckless? Stella might realize that my legs are in a much better shape than I’m letting on. Triple shit! Talk about letting a sloppy moment ruin weeks of hard work and extreme caution! I get distracted much too easily when she’s so close.

      Fortunately, she wasn’t looking at my legs. Her beautiful brown eyes were locked on mine. They still are, unaware of my inner panic. They are the reason I messed up in the first place.

      I’ve stopped hiding from Stella how much my left arm has healed. Everything I do is recorded, so keeping it secret would’ve meant giving up on exercising my left arm. For the legs, it’s easier—my routine stays under the blanket. The disadvantage is that I can’t put my feet on the floor and test if my legs are closer to being able to carry me. Because the day they can, the day I can stand on my own, I might be able to fight my way out of here without external help. Provided, of course, that my captors couple don’t decide I’m no use and get rid of me before that day arrives.

      Stella peels her gaze away from me, settles into a more comfortable position on the bed, and plugs the spy cam into her phone. Her parents are off on their Saturday hiking-and-dining routine. That means Stella and I will have enough time to screen the week’s recordings and find out if they performed another ritual during that time.

      “It pisses me off that I must rely on a recording instead of my memories because my mind was tampered with,” I confess to her.

      If I get out of here in one piece, then the first thing I’m going to do is find a practitioner who can hypnotize me into recovering my erased memories.

      “I’m so sorry, Darrel!” The corners of her plump mouth droop. “My mother should know better than to hypnotize people without their consent.”

      “Or to hold them captive.”

      Stella looks like she’s about to break out in tears. Immediately, I wish I could take my bitter remark back. There are times when my frustration with her refusal to call Adam Von Dietz gets the better of me. It makes me say things that hurt her feelings. Things I later regret.

      She holds the screen so we can both see it and begins to fast-forward the recording, slowing down from time to time to watch when something of interest might be going on. But it’s just my boring routine.

      When she catches me doing knee push-ups, she pauses the video. “Doesn’t it hurt? Is your left arm strong enough to withstand it?”

      “I go easy,” I say, pointing at myself on her screen. “See, I’m doing knee push-ups. There’s a lot less load on my arms than if I was pushing on my toes. Which I can’t do for now, anyway.”

      She continues playing the video. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Don’t worry.”

      We watch more of nothing happening on the time-lapse video.

      “It would be a shame if you rebroke a bone that hasn’t fully mended yet,” Stella remarks without taking her eyes off the screen.

      “I promise I’ll be careful, Mom!”

      Her eyes dart to me, and she giggles, sounding so innocent and young that I feel even guiltier about my recent fantasies. They were completely inappropriate, just by virtue of our circumstances, even without factoring in our age gap. But hearing her silvery laughter makes me feel like a dirty old sleaze bag.

      Am I judging myself too harshly?

      She’s twenty-two, not sixteen. And she finds me attractive—only a complete idiot wouldn’t notice it. Regardless, Stella is utterly off-limits, more than any woman who ever made me tick. More than Princess Eugenia, who tried to seduce me during my first months as Theodor’s personal attendant. I was able to resist her sophisticated, high-class temptation. I can sure as hell keep my hands off this artless kid! And I will keep calling her a kid to her face, knowing how much she hates it. My goal is not to annoy her. It’s to convince myself.

      I look at her while she looks at the screen.

      She’s a good person. There isn’t any doubt about it in my mind. I know she doesn’t approve of her parents’ actions. But Yvonne and Jean-Claude love her, and she loves them back. I don’t fully understand why she depends on them so much, though. But she defies them, sneaking in here daily to give me drug-free water, a high-protein snack, and food for the mind. I’m on my fifth paperback. Ironically, I’ve never read as much as I do now.

      “There!” Stella lifts her eyes to me. “Stamped Friday night.”

      I focus my attention on the screen. All four cult members are in place, dressed in robes and surrounded by flickering candles. Just like the first time, they hold me down and inject me with a psychotropic drug, and then Yvonne fetches her pocket watch and begins the hypnosis.

      I watch my eyelids grow heavy. My body becomes limp as my mind succumbs to the combined power of the drug and Yvonne’s chanted instructions. My breathing slows visibly. A few minutes later, I’m gone, lulled into a deep trance.

      “Let me guide you into the dreamscape,” Yvonne says to me in the video. “You will see things there, even talk with the Ever Mage. This time, you will tell us what you see as you see it while you’re in the dreamscape. And when you return to consciousness, you will forget everything.”

      Candles flicker, casting eerie shadows on the walls. Yvonne, Jean-Claude, Lana, and Bertrand stand in a circle with their hands connected. Yvonne chants some kind of mantra supposed to guide me into the dreamscape.

      Can’t Stella see how crazy her folks are?

      As if on cue, she turns to me. “I wonder why they need you to commune with their Mage… Because of the mark on your arm?”

      “No idea.”

      “Why don’t they visit that dreamscape themselves? Why do they need you for that?”

      “Who says they haven’t tried?”

      She gives me a round-eyed look. “You think they have?”

      “I’m sure they have, and they returned without any actionable information.” I rake a hand through my hair. “They’re deluded, Stella. You know that, don’t you? All their mages, dreamscapes, rituals, all that stuff is nothing but malarkey.”

      With the notable exception of Princess Felicia’s visions, of course.

      They’re different. Not only are they free of new-age gobbledygook, but their uncanny accuracy has allowed Mount Evor to retrieve two of our lost keys to the impenetrable vault. I dare to hope that Theodor’s and Elise’s jumps went better than mine, and that they made that number three. A man can dream.

      The nutjobs on Stella’s screen stop chanting.

      “Darrel, are you in the dreamscape?” Yvonne asks.

      In the video, I nod, with my eyes closed.

      “What do you see?” She steps closer to the bed. “Talk to us!”

      “Fire,” I say. “Flames rising. It’s hot!”

      Lana leans over me. “What fire? Where are you? What else do you see?”

      My hallucination may have taken me to the crashing helicopter as it caught fire, or further back to the burning royal palace. We’ll see from what I tell them.

      Please, don’t let it be anything specific related to Mount Evor!

      “Talk to us!” Jean-Claude calls out, his voice shaking with impatience. “What else do you see?”

      In the video, my head lolls. “I can’t see much… It’s too hot… I’m too hot!” I begin to thrash. “Take off my clothes! They’re on fire! Take them off!”

      Yvonne pulls off the blankets. On Jean-Claude’s command, the four of them lift me off the bed and remove the sling and the T-shirt. They hesitate at the kilt.

      “Everything!” I roar in the recording. “Take off everything!”

      My eyes are wide open now, and my gaze distant, transfixed.

      The men untie and remove my kilt. Completely naked but for the bandages on my legs and arms, I finally calm down.

      The women stare at my midriff.

      “Oh, my!” Lana shoots a delighted glance at the others. “I’m keeping him, whether he can help us find the talisman or not.”

      To my surprise, her husband smiles with approval.

      Lana turns to Yvonne and swats her hand playfully. “You, secretive thing! Have you seen him like this before?” She glances at Jean-Claude. “You sure have, given how clean and fresh smelling you keep him!”

      Yvonne puts a hand on her hip. “Have you heard of Stockholm syndrome?”

      “Vaguely,” Lana replies.

      Her husband explains as Yvonne nods, “It’s a coping mechanism in which a hostage develops a bond with his captors.”

      “That’s what we’re working on,” Yvonne says.

      Lana gives her an exaggerated wink. “A bond, huh? Of what nature?”

      “Jean-Claude and I believe in carrots over sticks, that’s all,” Yvonne deflects.

      “He’s a tough cookie, so sticks would be counterproductive, anyway,” Jean-Claude adds, impatience lacing his voice. “We want him to want to help us. Depriving him of basic human dignity wasn’t going to achieve that.”

      He’s facing away from me, but I can see Yvonne’s profile. She looks amused.

      The scene amuses me too, more than it ought to. I open my mouth to crack a joke, but Stella appears so absorbed by the sight of me naked that it occurs to me she might’ve missed the entire bizarre exchange.

      On the screen, Jean-Claude glares at his friends. “You fools! Can any of you stay focused on what we’re doing here? On what matters above all? Are you trying to ruin this ceremony, like you ruined the last one?”

      Lana and Bertrand hang their heads.

      “Guide him!” Jean-Claude orders Yvonne.

      She intones something unintelligible. The circle tightens around me. Yvonne’s chanting intensifies. The atmosphere in the room becomes charged. A sense of anticipation tenses everybody’s faces. That is, everybody’s except mine. My expression is as peaceful as it can be, now that my “burning” clothes have been removed.

      I wish I could recall the hallucinations I was having there!

      Yvonne’s chanting fades away.

      “Feel our energy flowing through you!” she calls. “Let it carry you in the dreamscape! Let it reveal to you the secrets that we seek to unveil.”

      “Darrel,” Jean-Claude butts in. “Talk to me. What do you see?”

      “I see… a vast landscape,” I begin. “A golden light bathing everything in a warm glow.”

      The group around me leans in closer, their eyes wide with excitement. Yvonne places her hand on my shoulder, and beams with pride. I suppose she believes that her efforts have opened me up to whatever it is they’re hoping for.

      “In the distance, I see an old bridge over a brook,” I continue, my voice gaining confidence.

      Jean-Claude’s eyes narrow slightly. Yvonne’s grip on my shoulder tightens. Lana and Bertrand are holding their breaths.

      “It’s been there for at least 300 years,” I say.

      Suddenly, I know what I’m seeing in my hallucination. It’s one of the bridges in the public area of the royal park in Pombrio. When I was a kid, I spent a lot of time around, on and under that bridge with my buddies. It was our secret place—our favorite spot to play, plot mischief, and tell each other dumb jokes that we found hilarious.

      “I’m lying underneath the bridge, where it’s dry and grassy,” I say. “And I’m listening to the water.”

      Jean-Claude’s face betrays a hint of skepticism, but Yvonne’s eyes shine with hope.

      She squeezes my shoulder, urging me to continue. “Where is that bridge?”

      “In the royal park.”

      The four of them bombard me with questions, “Which royal park? Where? In what country? What city?”

      Am I going to tell them?

      Will Yvonne’s hypnosis and the drug override a lifetime of training that every Evorian receives in the art of being circumspect about our country? How far gone am I in that moment?

      Not far enough, as it turns out. On Stella’s screen, I sit up sharply, and look around me, visibly disoriented. My eyes begin to regain their focus. I’m waking up.

      What will happen when I realize I’m stark naked?

      Why can’t I remember it? Is it because Yvonne had programmed me to forget the entire session?

      On the screen, Jean-Claude stabs me with another syringe before I’m fully awake. My eyes glaze over. As quickly as they can, they put my kilt and T-shirt back on. Once I’m dressed and asleep, they cover me with the double blanket, pack up their stuff and head out, swearing under their breaths.

      Stella pauses the recording, but she doesn’t look at me or say anything. With her eyes downcast and her face aflame, she appears so uncomfortable that I take pity on her.

      I diffuse the awkwardness with a joke and say the first thing that comes to mind, “You have my sympathy, kid! So much to be shocked about in that video. In your shoes, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      The look in her eyes when she finally lifts them is utterly miserable. I don’t think my joke worked. In fact, it may have backfired.

      I go for candidness. “You should free me and then move as far away from that bunch as you can.”

      “I’m no better than them,” she says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m engaged to be married.”

      “What?” Once my brain has processed the outlandish bit of info, I say, “Well, um, congrats.”

      “His name is Philippe Baud. He’s Lana and Bertrand’s son.”

      “Ew.”

      She ignores my scoff. “There’s that, and there’s your precarious situation, and all I can think of is… is…” She lifts her eyes to the ceiling like she’s exasperated with herself.

      “What?”

      She gives me a sidelong glance before looking away. “That I want you to be my first lover.”
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      For a moment I feel like we’re frozen in time.

      Stella is sitting next to me on the bed, her chest heaving with every breath. There’s something magnetic about her gaze, her expression, her demeanor. It reels me in. That tantalizing something draws me closer and closer until there’s hardly any space left between our bodies.

      Her face is flushed. It’s disconcerting how her reddened cheeks look sweet to me. My fingertips itch to feel their warmth, their fullness, the texture of their skin. My palms burn to cup them. It’s profoundly unnatural to be so close to such a desirable woman who just confessed how much she wants me without touching her in some way.

      Before my conscious mind can register what I’m doing, I move my hand to tilt her chin so that she’ll look into my eyes.

      Her gaze meets mine. The effect is electrifying. Ever so gently, I brush a wisp of hair away from her enticing face. Her eyes widen slightly. A host of emotions flickers through them, all at once, and I find it hard to predict which one will prevail in the end. There’s vulnerability, yearning, apprehension, shame… And those are just the ones I’m able to read.

      I remind myself that she’s inexperienced.

      I’ve never been with someone like her, even when I was a teenager. I was already tall and muscular and looking older for my age, so my first lovers were at least five years my senior.

      Even more so, it’s hard to believe how closely my own emotions mirror Stella’s. It comes as a surprise. I want her to distraction. And I’m ashamed of it. Touching her like this is wrong on so many levels. She’s too young for me. She’s my captors’ daughter. She’s a virgin and engaged to another man…

      “Is it okay for me to touch you?” I ask, giving her a chance to back out.

      She nods, her eyes never leaving mine.

      I cradle her cheek, my gesture tentative, light. It’s such a simple, yet exquisite joy to feel the smoothness of her skin and the warmth of her blush beneath my fingers!

      My next aha moment is the realization that I want nothing more than to fold myself around her and protect her from whatever is causing her apprehension. And, once I’ve chased her fear away, I want to caress and kiss her to oblivion. I want to fan her desire to a Godzilla-sized monster she’ll have no choice but to yield to.

      I move closer still. My thumb grazes over the corner of her lips. She leans into my touch, her pupils dilating. I take her face in my hands and look into those beautiful eyes of hers, feeling a wave of unexpected tenderness swell in my chest. Our faces are mere inches apart, and all I can think about is how much I need to kiss her. That need consumes me with its intensity.

      Her lips part. Is she inviting me in?

      “Have you been kissed before?” I ask.

      She’s twenty-two, pretty as a picture, and engaged—so I don’t see how she wouldn’t have been. But she’s also leading a secluded life in an uncommon household around very strange people.

      “No,” she says. “Please, don’t ask me how it’s possible.”

      All right then, I won’t.

      I stare at her mouth. There’s a moment of hesitation, and then I give in. I lean down, closer and closer, until I feel her breath on my lips. It’s intoxicating—honeyed without being saccharine, fresh but not frosty—so very her! My heart races like it did twenty years ago, before my very first kiss. Like it did a month ago, when I jumped from a crashing helicopter. In some ways, it’s worse now. I don’t recall ever fearing that my heart muscle might overheat.

      I should release her. But, God, it’s hard!

      Where do I find the willpower when she’s given me this opening? How do I forfeit the chance, when I have imagined this moment, daydreamed, and dreamed at night about it, for nearly three weeks?

      Amid my inner struggle, she sets her hands at the base of my neck.

      Forgive me, Stella! You just sealed your fate. There’s no more turning away from what I crave.

      I brush my lips against hers, at first gently and then applying more pressure as the desire builds. Her lips part a little more. Tentatively, I circle my tongue around their inner rim, tasting, feeling. Her flavor explodes against my tongue—the same delicate, exhilarating blend of sweet and fresh as her scent. It’s better than my favorite elderflower drink, better than mint tea with honey. Pure ambrosia.

      My hands find their way to her waist. She grips my neck harder and pulls me closer still. It’s like she’s melting into me. Before she can reconsider, I stroke my tongue between her lips, pushing it in hot and hard. She gasps against my mouth. Her fingers dig into my flesh as she absorbs the intimacy of this kind of kissing. The raw sexuality of it. The masculine possessiveness I no longer bother to hide.

      You said you wanted it, so take it—I’m giving it to you.

      For someone French-kissing for the first time in her life, she’s a quick study. She takes her cues from me and starts to move her tongue, letting it dance with mine. Soon, she’s drinking me in like I drink her in. Her eyes flutter and close. Unmistakable little sounds of deep, greedy arousal come out of her. In no time, the tip of her tongue darts into my mouth to explore it in her turn.

      Babe, you’re a natural!

      We pant and strain, as if trying to learn about each other’s bodies through taste alone. Every now and then, a guttural moan escapes from her throat. It’s sexy as hell, but nowhere near enough. My hands begin to roam up and down her back while she holds on tightly to me, pressing against my body as if trying to become one with it.

      Finally, we break apart, breathing heavily and gasping for air.

      “What now?” she whispers, looking up at me from beneath her long lashes.

      “Anything the lady desires.”

      She looks behind her at my stiff cock tenting the blanket.

      An image of her gawking at it in the video flashes in my mind.

      “It’s unaffected by my injuries and fully functional, as you can see,” I say smugly.

      She turns back to me, her eyes crinkling up. “I was concerned about your legs.”

      “Oh. Right.” Regaining my composure, I say, “Let me reformulate. We can do anything that falls within the bounds of my current physical condition.”

      Smothering a laugh, she nods. “That sounds more reasonable.”

      “You’d be surprised how much I can do within those bounds.”

      “Like, knee push-ups?”

      “Exactly!”

      She chuckles. Then her expression becomes more serious, and she checks her watch. “Our time is limited by my parents’ return in a few hours… What do you desire, Darrel?”

      “Everything you have to give,” I reply in all honesty. “The question is, are you ready?”

      “You mean, to lose my virginity?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe not today.” She gives me a saucy look. “But I want more kissing! And I want more than kissing. Much more!”

      “Music to my ears.”

      She raises an expectant eyebrow.

      I let my gaze travel down to her breasts. “I’ve been dying to fill my palms with your pert little tits for weeks now.”

      “Weeks?”

      “Since your first visit.” I look deep into her eyes. “And now I’m going to do it.”

      My hands move to cup her breasts through her cotton sweatshirt. They feel exactly like I thought they would, filling my palms just so—two firm, small, rounded handfuls.

      I need more contact. The damned fabric is too thick!

      “Do you mind removing your sweater?” I ask.

      She hesitates. “It’s cold in here.”

      Is she shy? “You can keep your bra on. And you can get under the covers with me.”

      She turns away, and I watch the subtle rise and fall of her shoulders as she takes a deep breath. Then she crosses her arms, grabs the hem of the sweatshirt, and takes it off in one swift motion, revealing an ivory camisole underneath and the peachy skin of her back.

      The look she sends me over her shoulder seems to inquire about the next step.

      I slide down and turn on my side, propping my head on my elbow. My back is as close to the wall as possible. There needs to be some wiggle room between us when she stretches out next to me. I don’t want my raging erection to prod her. Not yet.

      “Come here,” I say simply.

      She pulls back the covers and settles in next to me. I yank the blanket up over us both like a cocoon and wrap an arm around her underneath. We lie still for a moment. I savor her delicious smell, the warmth and texture of her skin against mine, her mere presence. Over the past month, all I’ve done was fight for survival. I did fantasize about Stella plenty of times. But it was solely to give my mind a respite from its unwavering focus on my predicament. At least, that’s what I told myself.

      And now she is lying next to me.

      What was my predicament, again? An eagerness I had long forgotten existed in me sparks into life. I fondle her breasts, one at a time, teasing her nipples until they’re hard. Her breathing grows labored. I kiss her while I caress her like this, and she arches into my touch, clearly enjoying the pleasure I’m giving her. But I doubt she’s enjoying it more than I do.

      Her hand trails up along my chest then comes to rest on the side of my face. My skin tingles where she’s touching me. I play with her now swollen nipples.

      I need more.

      Without asking permission, I slide lower and take an engorged nipple into my mouth, right through her camisole and her unpadded bra. Wetting the thin layers of fabric, I pull her nipple deep, lave it with my tongue, flick it, nip it gently and then suck it. Her hands clutch my head. There’s surprise, hunger, and rapture in her unaffected whimpering, and it’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.

      “Wait!” She pulls away and tears off her cami. “I want to feel your tongue without any barriers!”

      When her trembling hands struggle with the clasp of her bra, I help her. And then I go at her again, and again, and again, alternating between her breasts, as I make love to them. I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed fondling and suckling a woman’s breasts as I do now. Every sensation feels amplified—the warmth of her body, the weight of each soft and bouncy sphere in my hand, the velvety texture of her areolas on my tongue.

      Her own hands never cease moving over my body, seeking out pleasure points on me. When they linger on a bulging muscle, it’s her own pleasure she indulges in. She hasn’t dared to reach down for my cock yet, but I have no doubt she will. She’s responsive, eager, greedy. Her ardor grows by the minute, delighting me.

      She slips a hand under my T-shirt and runs it up my back to the shoulder blades and then down to the hip. I respond in kind, setting a hand in the curve of her waistline and sliding it around to her backside.

      “Off with the pants!” I command.

      Without discussion, she peels her jeans off and returns to my embrace. I pull her closer, pressing my body against hers. My cock is prodding her belly now. She doesn’t seem to mind, and she doesn’t draw away.

      Is she ready for more? Because I’m dying for more.

      But I need her explicit permission for that. And to give it, she needs to trust me unreservedly and feel completely safe.

      I cup her mound through her panties. Damn, they’re soaked!

      “Just the finger for now,” I murmur in her ear. “Is that OK? And if at any point you want me to stop, all you need to do is tell me to stop.”

      She whispers back, “OK.”

      I spend some time rubbing her through her panties. She moans and arches into my touch. She likes it so much that she begins to rock her hips, riding my hand. For me, it’s sweet torture. My breathing becomes ragged as I stroke her treasure without the slightest penetration.

      Eventually, my hand slips beneath the waistline of her panties to caress the warm, slippery skin underneath. She’s unwaxed and dripping wet with anticipation. She’s so ready!

      I spread her folds and play with her clitoris, gauging from the intensity of her moans the pace she enjoys best. It’s very tempting to make her come like this. But it’s even more tempting to make her come with the heel of my palm against her clit, and a finger inside her, provided her hymen allows it. Moving lower down her slit, I probe the seal with the tip of my finger. She gasps in surprise. I pause, giving her a chance to tell me to stop.

      Between the two of us, I hope at least one can still make rational decisions. Stopping now would be the most rational move. But it won’t come from me. My cock took over the decision-making about an hour ago when she said she wanted me to be her first lover.

      “Just the finger, right?” she asks. “And you won’t force it if there’s resistance?”

      “I promise.”

      I press gently through the barrier against my fingertip, feeling the tightness of an untouched hymen. It’s a first for me. After some pushback, it gives way. I push. She gasps when she realizes that the tip of my finger is now inside her.

      “You OK?” I ask.

      “Yes.” She wiggles a bit. “There’s no pain at all!”

      “Good.”

      Her eyes widen a little, and a grin spreads across her face. “I can’t believe how pleasant this is.”

      Sweet heavens, woman! “It’s supposed to be.”

      “Surely, not the first time?”

      “For someone as eager as you, even the first time.”

      She snorts a delighted laugh.

      I press a tiny bit deeper and begin to pump, while the ball of my hand rubs against her swollen clit. With each measured stroke, she pants, writhing against me. As I build up momentum, she tightens and strains. And then her entire body arches upward, mouth gaping, eyes shut. A few more rapid strokes, and she comes with a deep, throaty “oh.”

      I pull my fingers out as she lies next to me, her body limp and satiated, and her eyes still shut. Slowly, I move my hand up her tummy, breasts and arm, tracing along the contours of her body until I cup her cheek.

      She plants a tender kiss on the inside of my wrist. “It was so much better than when I do it myself! Like, no comparison.”

      “That’s the whole point,” I say with a smile. “If solitary pleasures were better, the human race would go extinct.”

      She gives it some thought. “True.”

      “Ready for more?”

      “Not yet.” She sets her still misty gaze on mine. “Can you give me a moment?”

      “Take as long as you need! I’m not going anywhere.”

      Her expression changes.

      My bad—I should’ve resisted the touch of sarcasm.

      Or had she never lost awareness of my dicey situation and of how little time we have? Whichever it is, sadness is now clouding her eyes and pulling the corners of her mouth down. Reality has kicked back in.
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      Stella turns on her side, facing me, tucks a folded arm under her head and trails her fingertips along the planes of my chest, shoulder, and arm.

      I remain passive. My arousal hasn’t gone away, but my head is cleared enough to permit some reasoning. An exchange between Yvonne and Lana caught on the video earlier comes to mind. Yvonne told Lana she was working on having me develop Stockholm syndrome.

      What if Stella is in on it? What if she’s the cornerstone of that plan? Can I set my lust for her aside for a moment and analyze this rationally?

      OK, here we go.

      If her goal is for me to develop a bond and affection for her, then she’s almost there.

      On the other hand, she does genuinely want me. A drenched pussy doesn’t lie.

      On the third hand, she won’t call Adam.

      On the fourth hand, she got the spy cam, like I’d asked. Thanks to her camera, I was able to look behind the scenes and see the parts her mother had compelled me to forget.

      What does all that leave me with, besides a four-handed Shiva? Can I draw a conclusion? I believe I can, and I don’t care if it’s dictated by my gut feeling more than by reason: Stella is honest with me. Debate closed.

      Her fingers are now running in little circles over the bandage covering my rose and ribbons tattoo.

      She gazes into my eyes and strokes her way back to my chest. “So, tell me, Sir Darrel Vlovsky, ex-military, what do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a bodyguard.”

      “Assuming it’s true, were you at work when you fell into that crevice? Who were you guarding?”

      “It’s classified.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Of course.”

      “I hate that my evasiveness undermines your trust, but I have no choice.”

      “If you hate it, then why not tell me the truth?” She searches my face, before adding, “I promise I can keep a secret!”

      “All I can tell you is that it was a VIP that I greatly admire.” I cover her hand with mine. “It’s killing me that he might be dead now.”

      “Were you trekking in those mountains together? Is he a hiking buff like my mom and dad?”

      “We were in a helicopter together with two other people,” I say. “The pilot died. We were going down. The rest of us parachuted, and I fell into that crevice.”

      She listens keenly.

      Can she tell that I’m being truthful? I hope so.

      “That’s when my parents found you, right?” she asks.

      “They must’ve seen my gemstone tattoo through a tear in my clothes. Unfortunately for me, it must resemble the symbol on their talisman, so they decided it was a sign.”

      “And so, instead of calling mountain rescue, they transported you here,” she finishes my tale of woe.

      I bring her hand to my lips and kiss her delicate fingers. “And then you found me.”

      “Here’s a trick question for you.” She slants me a mischievous look. “As a bodyguard, what do you do if your VIP is being followed?”

      Her silly little test makes me laugh. “Here I am, being stark honest, and you still don’t believe me.”

      “I do… I just…” She shoots me a pleading look. “I want to make a confession, too, which is why I need to be certain you aren’t duping me.”

      “If my assessment is that the follower doesn’t represent a threat, I might choose to simply let them know that I’m aware of them.”

      “What if they’re a threat?”

      “Then I’ll be covert about it at first, while trying to ID the person. I’ll warn my VIP, and as soon as we have an opening, we’ll lose them.”

      She mulls over my answer.

      I feign concern. “Did I pass or fail?”

      “Here’s my confession.” She takes a few fortifying breaths but doesn’t say more.

      I don’t rush her. This is her initiative. She wants to talk. She’ll do it when she’s ready.

      “I’m unstable,” she finally says. “As in, mentally ill. I have a condition called DID, dissociative identity disorder. It used to be called multiple personality disorder, if that helps.” She skews a bitter smile. “Not to be confused with schizophrenia.”

      I frown. “Are you sure?”

      “You couldn’t tell, could you? I’m on meds. You don’t want to know what I’m capable of when I’m not.”

      My gaze riveted to hers, I object, “I do want to know. Try me.”

      She squeezes her eyes shut. “I can’t. You’ll despise me.”

      “Like I said, try me.”

      She shakes her head.

      “All right,” I say. “Don’t give me the specifics. Is what you’ve done against the law?”

      “Oh yes!”

      “French laws can be stringent—”

      Her eyes flip open. “There isn’t a single country on this planet where my crime isn’t against the law.”

      “How come you walk free, then?”

      “Because…” Her hand flies to her mouth, as if to stop herself from saying too much.

      Just like before, I choose not to egg her on.

      “Because my parents covered it up,” she says through the hand. “And ever since they’ve been protecting me, obtaining the medication I need and looking out for me.”

      Her words give me an itchy, tingly feeling, like I’m on the brink of cracking a code. Mismatched pieces of a mysterious mechanism start clicking together. I still haven’t grasped the device’s purpose, but I begin to see how it works. I begin to understand Stella’s dependence on her parents and her overreliance on them. Their control of all aspects of her life, including her engagement to their sidekicks’ son. Stella’s exaggerated sense of indebtedness and her denial of how mean and crazy they are.

      All those things that make Stella who she is and define her are the consequences of what she just revealed. Yvonne and Jean-Claude covered up her crime. A crime she must’ve committed in a fit of madness.

      There’s just one little cog that doesn’t seem to work with the rest. I’ve seen quite a lot of Stella over the past two and a half weeks. But not once have I noticed the slightest sign of such a serious and incurable mental illness as DID. Not a hint. Not the faintest whiff.

      The treatment she’s on must be doing an amazing job.

      “Your meds, what are they?” I ask.

      “I’m on fluoxetine and clonazepam. The former is an antidepressant and the latter, an antianxiety drug.”

      Essential pharmacology was part of my training both in the military and as a bodyguard. I know a thing or two about those common drugs.

      “Do you have nausea?” I ask her. “Diarrhea?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Are you often dizzy? Do you sometimes feel like you’re drunk even if you haven’t had any alcohol? Are you sometimes unsteady on your feet?”

      “No, never.”

      “How long have you been on those meds?”

      “Six years,” she replies. “Since my crime.”

      “Lucky you!”

      She seems taken aback. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because you haven’t had any of the common side effects of either drug in six years.”

      “Then, yes, I guess I’m lucky that way.” A slight frown touches her forehead. “Is it rare to not experience any adverse effects?”

      “I don’t know how rare that is,” I admit.

      My gut tells me that in six years of uninterrupted use, she should’ve had at least one complication or a bad reaction. And there’s something else. She doesn’t have that dispassionate, detached air that I’ve seen in people on antidepressants. Her emotions are undiluted. Far from being desensitized, she’s hypersensitive.

      But personal observations and gut feelings aren’t science. It is also true that some people are simply less prone to side effects than others. Maybe Stella is one of them.

      Her inquiring look makes me regain my focus.

      “Do you feel disappointment, pity, or disgust?” she asks. “Which one prevails, now that you know the truth about me?”

      “Neither.”

      “Oh, please!” she exclaims with a bitter curve at her mouth. “Until five minutes ago you thought my parents and my godparents were the criminal nutters and I was the good egg. But now you know I’m worse than them.”

      “I don’t think you are.”

      “You’re lying.”

      I shake my head. “Why would I lie to you?”

      “Because you think you can sway me to call your friend Adam.” She looks me in the eye. “Tell me it isn’t so.”

      “I won’t, and I believe you’ll call him, eventually. My only fear is that, by the time you do, it’ll be too late for me.”

      “Why would it be too late?” She gives me a puzzled look. “You’re on the mend.”

      I release a weary sigh. “I live on borrowed time, Stella. We both know that.”

      “No, we don’t! I told you my parents aren’t murderers. Neither are Lana and Bertrand. I’m the worst of the lot.” She grabs my hand. “But I’m on meds, and I haven’t had any episodes in six years. I won’t kill you!”

      “I know you won’t.” I curl my lip. “But that’s just not good enough. You can do better than that.”

      “If I let you go, you’ll come after my parents. You’ll want them to pay for what they did to you.”

      OK, so she doesn’t trust me enough to keep my promise to not seek retaliation. It’s because she doesn’t know me well enough. A fixable problem if I had unlimited time. Unfortunately, I don’t.

      “If you won’t help me, get out,” I say, frustration building, “and if you don’t think your parents will kill me, then how do you think this is going to end? Do you think they’ll keep me here until I die of old age? Is that OK with you?”

      “No, of course not!”

      “What, then?”

      “I’ll find a way to free you without endangering my parents.”

      Before I can stop myself, I grit out, “What about my parents, Stella? What about my brother and sister? They’ve been grieving me for a month now, while I’m alive!”

      Her head jerks backward. “You have parents?”

      “Did you think I was like the creature in The Shape of Water?”

      She smiles sheepishly. “Sometimes I did wonder if you were a time traveler from the past… It’s just that you never mentioned your family until now.”

      “You never asked.”

      “My parents don’t intend to kill you,” she says with conviction. “They just need you to help find their lucky charm. If they meant to kill you, why would they tend to your wounds, keep you clean and fed?”

      “Underfed,” I add. “You heard them—they want me to want to help them. They’re quite rational in their folly. And that is precisely why I don’t see a scenario where they let me leave in the end.”

      She shakes her head but doesn’t contradict my statement. We spend a few minutes in silence. Then something she said earlier rolls to the fore of my mind.

      “Lana and Bertrand are your godparents?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “That means you were baptized?”

      She squints as if unsure of where I’m leading with my questions. “Yes, I was.”

      “In a church?”

      “Where else? Yes, in our church, while we still had a priest.” She squints at me. “You seem surprised.”

      “Your parents don’t strike me as very Christian people.”

      Comprehension flashes in her eyes. “Ah, their cult, of course! You know a month ago I would’ve laughed if someone told me my parents worshipped a mage.”

      “A lot has happened over the last month, hasn’t it?”

      She nods.

      I gather her to me, no longer worried about my cock spooking her. My erection is dead. When I was Stella’s age, I would’ve remained hard regardless of the bleak conversation we’d just had. It wouldn’t have mattered if I lived to see another day as long as I got laid today.

      But I’m two years short of forty now. Despite the life I’ve led, despite all the risks I’ve taken, I’m still here. I have managed to reach the boring age of reason when survival trumps sex.

      “What time is it?” I ask after a long while.

      She checks her wristwatch. “Ten past nine.”

      “You should go in case your parents finish their dinner early.”

      “That’s extremely unlikely,” she argues.

      “I’d rather not tempt fate. The last thing I want is to get outed before I’m ready.”

      She pulls back a little to peer into my eyes. “Ready for what?”

      To have a fighting chance when I take them on.

      My voice heavy with mockery, I say, “For whatever the Ever Mage has in store for me.”

      She responds with a feeble smile and begins to fumble around for her clothes.
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      The crisp, frigid air nips my cheeks as Philippe and I stroll along the streets of the historic center of Annecy. It’s a sunny early-March afternoon, and the sky is a brilliant shade of blue, dotted with cotton-like clouds. We pass pastel-washed medieval buildings, funky shops, and cozy cafes with colorful awnings. The low hum of cars in the distance and the conversation of the Sunday shoppers around us mingle with the sound of my heels on the cobblestone.

      The sweet scent of churros from a food truck parked down the street wafts in the air.

      “What some churros?” Philippe asks.

      “Sure, why not.”

      We get in the line.

      Philippe chatters on about his business trip, his words punctuated by the occasional puff of warm breath in the chilly air. I try to listen, but my thoughts drift to Darrel. Again.

      “You should’ve seen the view from my hotel room!” Philippe raves. “The skyline was amazing.”

      “Cool.”

      He keeps talking, oblivious to my lack of enthusiasm.

      Can it be that he’s used to it? Before my stolen moments with Darrel and the shock of how I responded to him, I never stopped to consider how lukewarm my reactions were when I am with Philippe.

      An image of Darrel’s head between my hands as he suckles on my nipple pops into my mind. Again.

      No business trip account or anything Philippe could ever say can compete with that memory. It makes my heart race with longing as my inner muscles clench with an unfulfilled need.

      I can’t help but compare the two men. Philippe, only three years older than me, is pudgy and shapeless. There is something almost childlike in his appearance. He’s calm, reasonable, and always friendly. He knows what I’ve done, and he wants to marry me anyway.

      Mom is right; he’ll make a good husband and the best father. Yet, I often catch myself wishing he looked different, talked different, thought different. Knew more. Had experienced more. His stories are mundane. His jokes are tired. His conversation bores me to death.

      Darrel, on the other hand…

      My heart flutters at the mere mention of his name. Sixteen years my senior, he’s a man of the world. He knows things I don’t. Whether or not he’s a knight and a bodyguard, he has without a doubt experienced life in a way that neither Philippe nor I have. There’s a depth to him that draws me in.

      He’s mysterious, handsome, strong, desirable, and funny. He intimidates me a bit, but in a good, stimulating way. The fact that he’s closer in age to my parents than me should put me off, but it doesn’t. The opposite is true. Inexplicably, I find the tiny wrinkles around his eyes and the white that streaks his thick, reddish hair irresistibly hot. His athleticism is a sharp contrast to Philippe’s softness. He has a solidity, a heady virility that takes my breath away.

      I’d be fanning myself right now if I were a Regency damsel. Or if I had a fan.

      The line moves faster. Philippe and I resume the walk three minutes later, armed with churros. I glance over at him. His face has now taken on an anxious look, so I tune in. He’s talking about a report he must present at the next staff meeting.

      I give him a reassuring smile. “It’s going to be fine. You’ll do great!”

      “Thanks! I hope so.”

      The sun begins to dip in the sky. I’m about to suggest we head back to the parking garage and drive home.

      “Shall we get some tea or mulled wine? I’m freezing.”

      How can I deny a freezing man? “Sure.”

      I scan the charming architecture and quaint shops that line the street, looking for a bar or a coffee shop. Philippe finds one first. I let him lead the way to a bistro down the street. It’s a lovely place, at least from the outside, with its windows fogged up from the warmth inside.

      The interior is cramped but inviting. We take a seat at a small wooden table by the door, the only one available. The smell of cinnamon and cloves hangs in the air, dissipating every time someone opens the door and returning as soon as the door is shut.

      We order mulled wine. Philippe drones on about his report and PowerPoint presentation, accompanied by the clink of wine glasses and the scrape of chairs against the floor. I rearrange the decorative orange peel on the rim of my glass, swirl the wine in it, and inhale its spiced aroma.

      “Should I include those in my slides?” Philippe asks me. “Or is it too much? I can always refer to the report for more information.”

      “Good idea,” I say, my voice flat.

      No clue what he’s talking about.

      Photos? Tables? Charts? I could ask, but I won’t, because I truly don’t care.

      Here’s what I do care about. Philippe’s seduction of me has never gone beyond a chaste peck on the lips. Nice and clean. No tongues, no saliva, no fuss. And I liked it that way! But now… Now I’ve tried kissing the wet and messy way with another man. And I loved it.

      How fucked-up is that? Too much, even for a nutcase like me.

      But wait, it gets worse! I want more with that other man. I crave more. All I can think about is how I can carve out a few hours during the week to go to Darrel. Because I might burst with pent-up lust if I have to wait until my parents hike next Saturday.

      I’m still a virgin but in name only.

      My innocence, my chastity flew out the window after I took a bite of the proverbial “carnal knowledge,” and enjoyed it beyond measure. Not a terrible thing. The rub lies in the fact that I know why I liked it so much. Because I did it with Darrel, and not with Philippe or some random guy. By making my first sampling so awesome with the kind of lover I didn’t dare to dream of, Darrel has ruined me for Philippe.

      And here’s where it becomes tragic. I suspect he didn’t ruin me just for Philippe. There is a good chance he ruined me for all other men.

      Was it as special for him as it was for me?

      “What?” Philippe asks. “What was special for you? Who are you talking about?”

      I clamp my hand on my mouth.

      Crazy Stella spoke her thoughts aloud again!

      Exhaling slowly, Philippe sits back and strokes his glass. His expression is dark, not livid, but defeated as if he’d feared this would happen and it did.

      I keep silent. There’s nothing I can say to make this right. Lying that it was him on my mind would be beyond the pale. It would be an insult to his intelligence.

      At length, he speaks, “Is there something you want to tell me?”

      I don’t want to hurt him, but I owe him an honest answer.

      “I’m so sorry, Philippe,” I begin, my voice barely above a whisper. “You’re a wonderful person. You’re my friend. But I don’t feel any physical attraction for you.”

      I brace myself for his hurt or anger, but his expression betrays neither of those feelings.

      “Don’t you think I know that, Stella?” he says, his voice surprisingly calm.

      What?

      “But…” I search his face. “Isn’t that a problem for you? Isn’t such attraction necessary for a couple?”

      “It didn’t use to be for centuries.” He shrugs. “It still isn’t in many parts of the world.”

      I square my shoulders. “I don’t want such a relationship, Philippe.”

      “Did you meet someone?”

      I hang my head in admission. “I’d suspected something was off between us for a while now. But now I know.”

      “It was bound to happen.” He reaches across the table and gives my hand a gentle squeeze.

      I stare at him, confused.

      A sad little smile plays on his lips. “I had hoped it would happen after we were married.”

      “You… hoped?”

      “I care about you, Stella, very much.” He takes a sip of his wine and then looks me in the eye. “I’ve never told you this, but I am not attracted to you either.”

      His words, though unexpected, bring a sense of relief. I feel a lot less guilty. It’s as if a weight has been lifted off my chest and I can breathe again.

      I clear my throat. “We must break off our engagement.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why? Isn’t it obvious?”

      It’s beginning to feel like I’m in a nonsensical wonderland again.

      “No, it isn’t obvious to me,” Philippe says.

      All right, then, I’ll spell it out. “I kissed another man, tongues and all, and I loved it. I’m not attracted to you. You’re not attracted to me. That’s why we can’t continue with our engagement.”

      He says nothing.

      We sit there for a long moment, the sounds of the bistro filling the silence between us. The realization that we’ve both been living a lie begins to fully sink in.

      How could I be so blind to my feelings? How could I let this charade go on for months?

      Philippe reaches for my hand again.

      “I want you to be happy,” he says, his voice sincere. “And I want to be happy, too. We can do that if we’re honest with each other.”

      “So, you agree—”

      “Let me finish.” He lowers his chin as his eyes look up at me. “We don’t have to rush into breaking something so precious. If we’re honest with each other, we can make this work.”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “How?”

      “I’ll stand by you, always,” he says. “I’ll keep your secret safe. And you… you’ll be my cover.”

      “What are you talking about, Philippe?”

      I get the first part about him protecting my secret. He’s been doing that for six years now, and I’m infinitely grateful for it. But what was it about being his cover?

      “A cover for what?” I ask.

      “For my, er… how shall I put it… unconventional sexuality.”

      I blink at him.

      “It’s a whole other conversation,” he says. “I won’t have it here.”

      Is he gay? Asexual? A voyeur? Could he be—

      Oh God, I won’t go there. This is my childhood friend! I won’t suspect him of being a sexual deviant or a pervert. For now, I’ll just assume he’s gay.

      He takes a deep breath. “What matters is that if we’re united, open and honest with each other, we can be invincible. That’s how our parents’ marriages work. It’s the way, Stella.”

      It’s the way. He sounds almost religious now.

      Wait, could he be a real believer in our parents’ little cult? How can I find out without giving myself away?

      “Do you mean having multiple partners?” I ask.

      He seems taken aback. “Why would you say that?’

      “My mom recently hinted at something like that, when I shared my doubts about marrying you.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      “It won’t work for me, Philippe! Call me old-fashioned, romantic or prudish; I don’t care. But I’d rather be alone than in a sham marriage.”

      “The term is ‘open marriage’,” he mutters.

      “I don’t see the difference.”

      “You have no idea how wrong you are, Stella!” he exclaims, riled up. “Our parents’ marriages are anything but shams. They’re real and beautiful. True unions of enlightened souls.”

      He’s into the Mage cult. “If you say so…”

      “Physical attraction has nothing to do with a couple’s bond, which is based on shared beliefs, ambitions, and… secrets.”

      I beg to disagree.

      He sits back, rolling his shoulders. “I suggest we don’t decide anything right now, OK? Let’s give it a month or two. That man you met might break your heart in the meantime.”

      Yes, he might.

      “Be sure to never open up to him,” Philippe warns me.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”

      We finish our mulled wine without uttering another word. In silence, we pay, go to the car, and return to Vosier-en-Haut.

      In my bed at last, I admit that there’s one thing Philippe is right about. When a shared secret is big and bad enough, it does create a powerful bond. The bigger the secret, the stronger the bond, which makes the one between us titanium.
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      It’s midnight. The house has gone perfectly quiet.

      Tomorrow being Monday, Mom and Dad went to bed earlier than the last two days. As did I. But I can’t find sleep.

      For the past hour or so, I’ve been sitting in my bed, staring at the opposite wall, and replaying in my mind my deferred breakup with Philippe. If only I could discuss it with Gaby! But I can’t without casting a shadow over Philippe. I’ll just tell her that my marriage plans are on indefinite hold.

      God, I’m so glad I came clean! It was my best idea ever, especially considering what he said about not being physically attracted to me, and about his “unconventional” sexuality. He was planning to wait until we’re married to tell me the truth.

      Is it me or is that underhanded? I believe it is. The mere thought of that scenario gives me goosebumps.

      Aside from pondering and wall gazing, I’ve been keeping my ears open. I hope to hear Dad snoring from the other end of the corridor. That wouldn’t mean Mom is asleep, too, but it would be a good start. I could then tiptoe out of my room and eavesdrop at their door until I detect Mom’s softer grunts. Then I could go check on Darrel. And we could…

      Oh, cut it out, Stella!

      He’s probably asleep. And there’s no guarantee he’ll be interested in more kissing and making out. Now that he knows I’m certifiably crazy and a criminal—even if I didn’t tell him what my crime was—he may not be interested in touching me at all. When he hugged me after my confession, it was different than before. No longer sexual. He must’ve been pitying me, and so his hug was to comfort me. Perhaps he felt sorry for himself, too. I would, if I were him—imprisoned in a basement by a mad couple trying to extract some esoteric knowledge out of him while their even madder daughter helps him but won’t let him out.

      My eyes wander to the trekking poles in the corner of the room. My first and only pair of adult-sized hiking aides. Dad got them for me when I turned fourteen.

      Did I have them with me on that fateful hike? I’m not certain. My memory has erased that detail. But the rest remains as fresh as it did six years ago, forever etched into my brain…

      I’m wearing my sturdy hiking shoes, but the ground still feels uncomfortably uneven beneath my feet as I trudge behind Mom and Dad. The scent of damp earth and vegetation fills my nostrils. A breeze whispers through the trees.

      As always, I’ve fallen behind. My parents are up ahead, their voices echoing through the forest. They’re in awe of the mountain peaks and enchanted by their mysteriousness. They burn to explore them all, to find out what’s hidden in their depths, and to uncover their secrets.

      It’s the reason they always choose the longest itineraries and the steepest trails. Grr!

      The Bauges Mountains south of Annecy are gorgeous; there’s no question about it. But even so, I hate being here. I hate this hike, this day, my life. Why won’t they listen to me and take a shorter trail? Why can’t they understand that I’m eager to get home in time for my favorite singer’s live stream? That it’s so much more important to me than this hike and the gastronomic dinner afterward?

      I pick up my pace to catch up with Mom and Dad. But because everything in me resists this hike, I gradually lose steam and fall behind again. And then, suddenly, I’m so far behind I can’t hear my parents anymore. The trail forks, and I have no idea which way to go.

      I pull out my phone. No bars.

      Oh well. Making an educated guess, I turn left and follow the narrow trail that winds up the side of the mountain. My boots crunch over the twigs and fallen leaves that litter the ground. The sunlight filters through the trees, casting dappled patterns on the path. Birds are trilling songs of freedom.

      I am not free.

      Whether Mom and Dad approve of it or not—and they’ve told me emphatically that they don’t—I am so moving out when I’m eighteen! Gaby and I have a plan. We’ll go to uni in Paris, and if we can’t have rooms in a student residence, we’ll waitress and rent a small place together. It’s a perfectly doable, solid plan.

      The air grows cooler as I continue along the trail. It’s full of surprises. I stumble across a mountain stream and a cliff overlooking the valley below. I take in the sights and sounds, the smells, and the swoosh of the wind in my hair.

      I manage to enjoy myself, until it becomes clear this is not the trail my parents took. I picked the wrong one, and now I’m even more lost than before. Clouds gather overhead, blotting out the sun. I open the compass on my phone, but it’s of little help in figuring out my parents’ current location. I have no clue if we were heading north, south, east, or west. It didn’t matter when we set out. I was just going to tread in their footsteps as I always do.

      I stumble forward, my pulse suddenly racing, my thoughts a whirlwind of worry. They’ll backtrack and find me by nightfall, I try to reassure myself.

      “Mom! Dad!” I call at the top of my lungs.

      There’s no response. Just the rustling of leaves and the hum of insects. I take slow, deep breaths, trying to stay calm. I call repeatedly in vain.

      I better retrace my steps! As I round a bend, I spot a figure on the trail ahead. A young man in full hiking gear stands gazing at a map.

      When he sees me, he smiles and waves.

      Instead of relief, an icy chill grips my spine. I look at him, his raised hand, his jet-black hair, his tattoos… A gang member? My heart pounds in my chest. A voice inside me screams danger. The trees around me close in, and the air thickens with tension.

      Something inside me snaps, and suddenly I’m convinced he’s out to kill me. I’m an undercover cop investigating his gang, and he was sent on my trail to silence me for good.

      Panic rises in my chest, making it difficult to breathe. Sweat trickles down my back. If I don’t act first and fast, I’ll be dead. And he’ll add another trophy tattoo to his arm.

      I crouch, my hand reaching for a rock at my feet.

      The man’s smile falters, his brow furrowing in confusion.

      “Hey, are you okay?” he calls out.

      I clutch the rock tightly. “Stay away from me! I know what you’re trying to do!”

      He raises his hands defensively. “Whoa, I don’t want to hurt you. I mean no harm!”

      But I don’t believe him. I know who I am, and I know who he is. I must protect myself. The rock in my hand feels heavy and cold, like a dead weight waiting to be unleashed.

      “Please,” he pleads, his eyes wide with fear. “I’m not a threat, I swear!”

      He ducks and stumbles backward. I lunge forward, the air whistling past my ears as I hurl the rock with all my strength. The world around me slows as the rock connects with his temple. A sickening crunch fills the air.

      The man crumples to the ground, a torrent of crimson seeping from his head.

      I go up to him, my breath coming in short, ragged gasps. He’s not breathing. Confusion and fear swell inside me, a gnawing ache twists my gut. His eyes are glassy. Should I give him CPR? I take his pulse. It’s too late. He’s gone.

      My vision blurs with tears. I’m me again—Stella Jezequel, a sixteen-year-old high school student. What have I done?

      I collapse to my knees next to the man’s body, my hands shaking. Time seems to stand still. It’s getting darker. Not sure how long I sit there, trembling, sobbing, unable to come to grips with the horror of what I just did.

      Suddenly, I hear someone calling my name in the distance.

      My parents’ voices grow closer. “Stella! Where are you?”

      I bury my face in my hands. What do I do? How do I explain this to them? I killed this man, this perfect stranger, even though I didn’t mean to. Something came over me and made me do it.

      When Mom and Dad burst onto the scene, they first grin with relief. Then they take in the sight of the young man’s body, the blood staining the earth. They look at me again, sitting there broken and lost. Their relief at finding me gives way to horror.

      “Stella,” Mom whispers, rushing to my side. “Oh, baby!”

      Dad sets a hand on my shoulder. “What happened? Did you find him like this? Or did he try to attack you? Was it self-defense?”

      Through my tears, I manage to choke out the story, my voice barely a whisper. I tell them about my fear, my weird identity shift, and my certainty that he was a gangster out to kill me.

      My parents listen, their faces pale, their eyes filled with sadness.

      When I’m done, Mom and Dad pull me into their arms, and for a moment, we’re a huddled mass of grief and shock.

      “We’ll help you,” Mom says, her voice firm. “You’re sick. You need help.”

      “Am I going to prison?” I look from her to Dad and then back to her. “A mental institution?”

      Dad shakes his head. “You’re not going anywhere! We’ll make this”—he points at the dead body—“go away like it never happened.”

      “We’ll take care of you, Stella!” Mom adds, her eyes filled with determination.

      My eyes refocus on the trekking poles in the corner. Mom and Dad kept their promise. They made the body go away and took care of me. They still do.
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      The clock on the wall shows one in the morning, and the house is still as silent as it was at midnight. Every time I’ve been up reading or just unable to fall asleep at this hour, it’s to the accompaniment of my parents’ distant snores. But not now. Are they awake, too?

      My eyes open wide with alarm. What if they’re down in the basement to perform another ritual on Darrel or to torture him for information about their ridiculous talisman? Why can’t they understand he knows nothing about it? Why haven’t they considered that his “mark” is just a tattoo he got while in the military, a cool symbol that has nothing to do with their Ever Mage or their cult? Why?

      Because they’re not well in their heads, that’s why! Delusions are a constant in my family.

      As quietly as I can, I climb out of my bed. Toggling my phone to Silent, I shove it into the pocket of my pajama pants. Then I put on my socks, but not my slippers, open the door, and tiptoe out of the room. I stop at my parents’ door, hunker down so that my head is near the handle, and press my ear to the smooth wooden surface.

      They’re inside, talking in hushed voices.

      I cup my hands around my ear to hear better. It works! I can make out their words.

      “Stella is beginning to notice things and ask questions,” Mom says, her voice low and urgent. “We need to bring her initiation forward.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Dad whispers back. “She isn’t ready.”

      Mom mutters something unintelligible. I hold my breath, focusing as hard as I can. The door feels cold against my skin. The faint scent of Mom’s perfume lingers in the air.

      Dad is speaking now. “We need to have some conversations with her before we begin the induction.”

      “Did you know she tried to break off her engagement this afternoon?” Mom asks.

      “What?” Dad sounds shocked. “Are you sure? Did she tell you that after she got home?”

      “She didn’t tell me anything. It’s Lana who called me after Philippe told her. He persuaded her to take the time to reconsider her decision, but he doubts she will.”

      “I thought she liked him…” There’s genuine incomprehension in Dad’s voice.

      “She did. She still does. But she isn’t attracted to him.”

      “Ah.” Dad lets out an audible sigh. “Then, I guess you’re right. We need to speed things up. We’ll discuss the details with the Bauds at our next meeting.”

      How cute of them all joining together to ensure my happiness! Behind my back.

      My broken engagement was supposed to be a personal matter, yet it’s entwined in something bigger.

      “We need to shift into high gear with Darrel, too,” Mom says. “We’ve been limiting his food intake and keeping him sedated, but he’s healing fast. Much too fast!”

      “No surprise there. He’s fit and in perfect health.”

      “My point precisely,” Mom concurs. “How long until he can walk again?”

      “You’re the one with medical training. You tell me.”

      My heart skips a beat.

      “Honestly?” Mom pauses before adding, “I think we can afford one more ritual, and that’s it. If he can’t retrieve the information we need, then we must dispose of him.”

      What? Did she just say what I think she said? Or did I mishear her?

      Dad sniggers. “Lana won’t let us.”

      “He’s handsome, isn’t he?” There’s laughter in Mom’s voice.

      How can they laugh while making plans to murder an innocent man?! Who are these people? I’ve known them all my life but, suddenly, I feel like I don’t know them at all.

      “He sure doesn’t deserve to die.” Mom’s voice is now filled with regret. “But we have no choice.”

      “No, we don’t,” Dad agrees.

      I can barely breathe as the gravity of their words sinks in. They’re going to kill Darrel if the next ritual doesn’t yield useful information about their stupid talisman. Same, if it does.

      “In the end,” Dad says, “I’m not sure how useful another ceremony will be… Darrel clearly doesn’t have access to the Ever Mage.”

      “You think his mark is just a random tattoo? A coincidence?”

      “It could be.”

      Mom tut-tuts with skepticism. “How many coincidental marks are out there, for us to stumble across two since we lost the talisman?”

      Two? Does she mean Darrel’s other tat, the one with the rose and ribbons?

      “I’m going to put it to the vote tomorrow,” Dad says. “Along with advancing Stella’s induction.”

      “All right.”

      There’s a rustle of fabric, like somebody changing their position.

      “Go to sleep now,” Mom says. “We have a big day ahead of us.”

      I step back from the door, careful not to make a sound. But my knees wobble. I lean against the wall for a moment and bury my face in my hands. My head is spinning with the revelations I’ve just overheard.

      They’ll be voting tomorrow. When exactly? What if they do it in the morning? And what happens if they vote to “dispose” of Darrel without delay?

      Let me tell you what happens, Stella. He dies. And you become an accessory to his murder.

      Tears prick at the corners of my eyes as the weight of the situation crashes down on me. My parents, the people I trusted most, are part of something very dark, truly sinister. Darrel, the man I’ve come to care for, is in imminent danger of being murdered by them.

      And I am caught in the middle of it all.

      I wipe the tears from my eyes and tiptoe down the corridor. Past my room. Straight to the staircase. As quietly as I can I descend the wooden steps until my shoeless feet touch the cold tiles of the entryway. In the Contacts on my phone, I find Adam’s number and send a text. And then I take another flight of stairs down to the basement.
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      A soft noise outside the door jolts me awake. The door opens a crack, then more, and Stella rushes in. She pulls the door closed behind her and turns on the lights. Her chest is heaving. There’s a wild, panicked look in her eyes.

      I jackknife into a sitting position. “What’s going on?”

      “I sent a text message to Adam,” she says, her voice shaky but determined.

      “You did?”

      The news is so unexpected, so incredibly good that nothing else comes to mind straight away. I just goggle at her in astonishment and wait for an explanation.

      She nods.

      OK, not much of an explanation. “Did he reply?”

      She glances at her phone before lifting her eyes to me. “I need to go back to the ground floor to check if I have a new message.”

      “What time is it?”

      “One thirty a.m.” She takes a step toward the door.

      “Wait! I just want to know, what changed between last night and now?”

      She hesitates for a moment before replying, “You were right. My parents won’t let you out alive.”

      I narrow my eyes.

      “I overheard them talking about it,” she says. “I had to make a choice.”

      Relief and gratitude flood through me. “You made the right choice, Stella!”

      “Let me go see if your friend replied.” She takes another step.

      “Call Adam if there’s no reply. There’s a good chance he was asleep when you messaged, and didn’t hear the ping.”

      Before she can reach the door, it swings open. Yvonne and Jean-Claude burst in. They look from their daughter to me, their faces a mixture of shock and anger. They must’ve heard a noise and got up to investigate.

      Yvonne is staring at Stella, disbelief in her eyes. “What are you doing down here?”

      Jean-Claude pulls a syringe out of his pocket, the liquid inside glinting in the light of the ceiling lamp. Is it the usual sedative or something worse this time? Something to put me to sleep for good?

      Stella rushes toward her father. “I won’t let you hurt Darrel!”

      “You silly girl!” Yvonne blocks her way. “We’re doing this to protect you, to protect us all!”

      Stella lunges at her mother.

      Jean-Claude charges at me, the syringe raised and poised to pierce my skin. I react on instinct. With every ounce of recovered strength in my arm, I catch his wrist before he can jab me. We grapple for control of the syringe. As we draw nearer, the needle’s tip brushes my flesh. I can feel Jean-Claude’s breath as he towers over me. In this position, it’s almost impossible to overpower him. He has a clear advantage.

      I grit my teeth and push myself up from the bed, my muscles straining under the pressure. My legs are shaky. I’m teetering on the edge of collapse and wincing from the strain. Still, I manage to brace myself against Jean-Claude’s onslaught and remain standing. This is my only chance to defend myself.

      I’m still weak, but my skill and precision make up for it. We fight dirty—punches, kicks, bites—anything goes. Our fists fly, echoing in the room every time they connect with flesh. We grunt and pant. Jean-Claude spits out a broken tooth.

      My body screams in agony as he kicks my legs. But I push through the pain, knowing that if I fail now, I won’t make it out alive.

      When I see an opening, I lunge forward, barely able to dodge Jean-Claude’s outstretched arms. Bellowing in rage, I strike his jaw with a powerful hook. While he’s off balance, I wrestle the syringe from his hand and jab it into his neck, delivering the sedative straight to his vein. His eyes flash wide with surprise as he struggles to remain upright. But, seconds later, his legs wobble, and he drops to the floor in a heavy, crumpled heap.

      If it was lethal poison in the syringe, then he’s lying in the bed he’s made.

      I turn my attention to Yvonne, who’s still struggling with Stella. Their arms and legs are locked in a tangle as I limp toward them. Fueled by adrenaline and blinded by rage, I punch Yvonne between her eyes. She loses her footing. I grab her arms, restraining her as Stella backs away. Yvonne thrashes and yells curses at me, but I ignore her and focus on finding something to tie her with.

      “Get me the bedsheet!” I bark at Stella.

      She yanks it off the bed.

      I twist it around Yvonne’s wrists and ankles, knotting it tight enough that she can hardly move. The screaming that comes from her mouth is more than I can bear right now. I ask Stella to grab the pillowcase. Once again, she complies without hesitation. I stuff it into Yvonne’s mouth to shut her up.

      Good.

      My breath comes in ragged gasps as I step back, surveying the scene. Stella rushes to Jean-Claude and takes his pulse.

      “Is he breathing?” I ask.

      His chest is rising and falling steadily, but confirmation would be nice.

      “Yes.” She exhales, sagging to the ground. “Yes, he is.”

      “Good.”

      She crawls to the wall and leans on it. Her face is the color of her white pajama top. She looks at me and then at her parents, trying to make sense of everything that’s happened.

      I limp back to the bed, my legs threatening to give out beneath me.

      “Go upstairs, call,” I say to Stella, my voice faint and my breath coming in ragged gasps.

      She pushes herself up and takes a step toward the door when I hear a commotion outside. Sounds of footsteps, muffled voices… They grow louder. I can tell that there are three, four, or more individuals out there. It can’t be Adam’s people. Assuming he saw Stella’s text at once, there is no way he could’ve flown a team from Pombrio to here so quickly. But then who is outside that door?

      Stella darts to my side. “Can this be your people? Or Philippe and his parents? Local gendarmerie?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The men’s voices are muffled, but there’s a sense of urgency in their tone.

      “Get away from the door!” someone shouts.

      A second later, the door shudders violently as something heavy slams against it. A battering ram, no doubt. The impact reverberates through the room. The door’s hinges strain under the pressure. Stella and I hold our breath.

      The assault on the door continues, each strike louder and more forceful. I hear the grunts of effort from the people outside. My heart is racing as fast as my mind. Would the Bauds have a siege ram? Unlikely. Then again, they could improvise it from a heavy log.

      “Did you recognize the voice?” I whisper to Stella.

      She shakes her head.

      I could ask who they are, but with the force left in me after fighting Jean-Claude and Yvonne, I doubt I can outshout the noise. It doesn’t matter. We’ll find out soon enough.

      The door groans as the lock finally gives way. It flies open, revealing at least a half dozen figures. They wear tactical gear and balaclava, and their weapons are at the ready as they pour into the room. I don’t dare to believe my eyes, but there’s little doubt left. This isn’t RAID, GIGN, or another French special ops unit. These are my people.

      Swiftly, they sweep the room. I know some of the men as they shoot me delighted looks. But first things first. They check every corner, including the toilet cubicle, take Jean-Claude’s pulse and handcuff him, and check Yvonne’s ties, their heavy boots echoing throughout the space.

      I wrap my arm tighter around Stella, signaling they can’t touch her. Then I point to the spy cam. They unhook it from the wall and turn it off.

      “Clear!” several agents shout.

      One of the men pulls off his mask, grinning at me. Like I thought, it’s Elias, Intervention Unit chief from MESS, the Mount Evor Secret Service.

      “Is Theodor alive?” I ask him right off the bat.

      Protocol doesn’t require that I use “prince” or “his royal highness” when in the presence of uninitiated foreigners like Stella and her parents. Not that Elias would give a shit about protocol at this time.

      “He is, unharmed,” he replies.

      “And Elise? And Jordan?”

      “Elise is doing great. Jordan didn’t make it.”

      I nod. After that, he clasps my hand and pats my back with his other hand. More handclasps and forearm clasps follow. This isn’t protocol for extraction ops, but the guys are so relieved to find me alive, and I’m so happy to greet each of them despite the pain in every part of my body. Some wipe off a stray tear before reaching for my hand. A few forego the customary greeting and give me a hug instead.

      Elias turns to Stella. “Mademoiselle Jezequel, you are the one who texted Adam, right?”

      “Yes,” she breathes, visibly intimidated and overwhelmed.

      “I owe her my life and my sanity,” I say.

      Elias thanks her for saving his friend as do the others.

      Out of the dozen men in the room, half are MESS agents, and the other half are from the MINDFUCH Intervention Squad. I may not know all their names, but I’ve seen them before, when I went with Theodor to Paris. Their boss, Nikolai Smirnoff, is among them.

      “We were losing patience,” he says. “Scouring town after town in the area.”

      Elias adds, “The two Vosiers were on our schedule for next week.”

      OK, so that explains how they got here so fast. They were already in the area. But something doesn’t add up.

      “Why were you combing through towns and villages when we’d crashed over the mountains?” I ask. “And, how come you were still searching a month after the crash?”

      “We received new intel last week,” Elias says enigmatically.

      “We’ll explain everything after we get you out of here,” Nikolai adds.

      As the guys prepare to pick me up, I gesture for them to hang on, “I made a promise to Stella. No retaliation against her parents, no reporting them to the French law enforcement, no reprisal of any kind. We let them be.”

      The men look at Elias who’s the highest-ranking officer in the room.

      “A knight’s word is as binding as a signed contract,” he says to Stella. “If you ask me, your folks deserve serious punishment. But if Darrel promised you they’d get away with his abduction, then you can count on it.”

      With that, they carry me upstairs to the ground floor. As we leave the house, I glance back at the place that was my prison for far too long. The relief from getting out of it is immense. But I realize with stupefaction that there’s a hint of another sentiment spliced into that relief—melancholy over leaving Stella behind.

      I wish we’d spent more time together, while I was stuck in this parallel world, and she was my guardian angel. A world where normal rules didn’t apply.
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      The mountains around Pombrio are gorgeous in early spring—just like the peaks of French Haute-Savoie, on the other side of the Savoy Prealps. One major difference, though, is that I can now admire the mountains from everywhere. All I could see during my month of captivity in Vosier-en-Haut were the walls of the Jezequels’ basement.

      The fluorescent lights buzz overhead.

      “Come on, Darrel, keep going! You can do it,” the therapist says to bolster my confidence.

      Clenching my fists, I push through the pain.

      Come on, Darrel, you can do it!

      The therapist’s encouragement and his calm, persuasive voice help a lot. I flex my left leg, then switch to the right one. We do multiple reps, working various groups of stiff, weakened muscles.

      I moved into the Princess Gertrude Rehabilitation Center on Saturday, after being discharged from the Pombrio Hospital.

      My mom, dad, brother, and sister visit every day, often bringing my nephews and nieces along. Prince Theodor canceled all his planned travel. He comes by daily, often with his betrothed, Elise. The other royals, including Eugénie, Max, Lucie, Arnaud, Sasha, Louis, Jonas, Celeste, Reigning Prince Richard, Princess Felicia, and even our venerated doyenne Princess Gertrude paid a visit, too. It’s too much.

      The best thing about the royal visits is seeing Theodor so serene, so happy. He’s obviously pleased that I’m alive. Finding the third key despite Kurt Ozzi going all in to thwart him played a role, too, no doubt. But the change in him is profound. I believe the main reason for his sunny disposition is Elise’s love. It’s pure and bottomless, and it shines through every time she looks at him. Our badly scarred crown prince—the Beast, as some call him behind his back—is one lucky son of a gun to be loved like this by such a beautiful, worthy woman.

      Call it God, karma, or fate, but something is at work here, something a human mind can’t fully comprehend.

      With Jonas’s recent success, we’ve now had four key seekers who each successfully hunted down a key to the impenetrable vault. That leaves us with five more to secure before the year is out. All the key seekers ended their journey married or engaged to their Key to the Key.

      Only a die-hard rationalist won’t see a pattern here. While I enjoy rational thought, I’m not religious about it. As it happens, I believe in destiny.

      Sweat beads on my forehead as I flex my leg yet again to the therapist’s cheering and the faint sound of the heart monitor. The only way out of this is through it. Next up is hydrotherapy—my favorite part of the day. My reward. The thought of it fuels my determination. The other thing that powers me is that I can see progress. A lot of it. Every session brings me one step closer to full recovery.

      At lunchtime, Mom complained again that I wasn’t spending my convalescence at home with Dad and her. The option had been on the table, as well as an invitation to stay at the royal palace, not to mention my own apartment. In all three cases, I was going to follow a personalized physical therapy program for several hours a day. Recovery was expected in about four weeks.

      But at the Center, I get the whole gamut, including PT, hydrotherapy, augmented reality using exoskeleton training, massage, electrical bone stimulation, ultrasound therapy, plus regular 3D scans and MRIs for twelve hours from eight to eight. The doctors estimate that I’ll be back in business in two weeks.

      Unfortunately, working as a personal attendant to Theodor, or as a bodyguard to anyone, is no longer possible. Although I’ll be able to walk and run, my legs will remain vulnerable after being broken in so many places during my fall and then rebroken when Jean-Claude kicked me. My days in the field are over.

      I’ll be offered a leadership position at MESS or the palace security or the royal guard. If I succeed in bringing home the fifth key to the impenetrable vault, then I’m quite sure they’ll let me pick the branch and service for the next phase of my career.

      Unbelievable as it may seem, the search for the fifth doesn’t fall to a royal or an aristocrat, but to me, a knighted commoner.

      The “new intel” Elias mentioned in the Jezequel basement wasn’t information in the traditional sense. It was a series of two visions that our oracle, Princess Felicia, had had three weeks ago. She saw me locked away in a house. She didn’t get the exact address or the town, but she could tell from an array of minute details that the house was in the Alps, on the French side of the border. It was a real breakthrough. It meant that only was I alive, but I was the next key seeker.

      The second episode of her vision revealed the identity of the Key to the Key. It was a woman once again, just like the first four times.

      At that point of my briefing, right after I was told I was the seeker and before I learned who that woman was, I had a moment of euphoria. In that moment, I held my breath with the absurd hope that my Key to the Key would be Stella. It would explain why fate had put me on the Jezequels’ path, I thought. What if our key was somehow linked to the absurd cult of the Ever Mage and the talisman that the Jezequels had lost?

      If Stella was my Key to the Key, then my irresistible attraction to a much younger woman would make sense, too. We were fated to be together. Her young age, her mental illness, whatever horrible crime she committed in her teens—none of it mattered, because Stella Jezequel was my destiny. You don’t argue with destiny. You don’t resist it. You embrace it.

      God, I’d love to embrace Stella again! To make love to her, to protect her from her parents and, if necessary, from herself, to take care of her…

      My therapist claps his hands. “Hydrotherapy time! You’ve earned it.”

      Ah, finally.

      As I lower myself into the warm water, my achy legs feel lighter at once, and a sensation of buoyancy envelops me.

      “Good?” the therapist asks from the side of the pool.

      “Better than good.”

      “I know, right?” He gives me a satisfied, mischievous smile. “The primordial fish inside you is in its element at last!”

      The gentle lapping of the water against the tiled walls of the pool creates a soothing soundtrack to the exercises that I begin to perform, finding them surprisingly easier in the aquatic environment. The water’s resistance helps me build strength, while its support alleviates the pressure on my injured limbs.

      My therapist explains, “The water is also great for increasing flexibility and resilience in your muscles.”

      His words reinforce my determination to overcome this challenge and regain most of my former mobility in two weeks’ time. I have a job to do when I’m back on my feet. Not just a job, but the most important assignment I’ve been given yet. It will be my chance to play a significant part in saving my country.

      As I move through the exercises, my thoughts return to the briefing that Adam Von Dietz, the interior minister, and Elias gave me on my second day at the hospital.

      My euphoria related to Stella turned out to be short-lived. My Key to the Key was a woman called Charlotte Gotteland, thirty-three, born in Vosier-en-Haut and currently residing in Annecy. Charlotte, or Charlie as everyone calls her, is a conservator-restorer of antique books. She has many friends, but she isn’t romantically involved at present. Both her parents died two years ago. A cancer relapse claimed her father, and heartbreak drove her mother to take her own life.

      I asked Adam if there was a chance of mistaken identity with this Key to the Key, like it had happened before. But he insisted that no, they were certain this time.

      During her vision, Princess Felicia got a particularly good look at the woman. Also, the physical environment that Charlie was in turned out to be extremely helpful. Felicia watched a tall, short-haired blonde in her early thirties rummage desk drawers in what looked like a home office. The woman pulled out and browsed through folders, books, and notebooks. Some of the documents had a name on them that Princess Felicia was able to read—Gotteland.

      The Mount Evor Police, MESS, and MINDFUCH ran the name through their various databases. They pulled up photos of all adult women with that name and showed them to the oracle. And, lo and behold, one of them was a 100 percent match!

      The woman in the oracle’s vision was a French national Charlotte “Charlie” Gotteland, living in Annecy. MESS did a background check on her and put her under surveillance. Charlie is a well-adjusted, well-respected, and dependable person. She’s pretty, too, according to the photos I saw.

      Every evening at nine, the agent tailing her in Annecy sends me a confidential report of her activities during the previous twenty-four hours. When I read it, I look for anything in her daily life that could give us a clue about the nature of her relationship to the fifth key. Does she currently have it in her possession? If she doesn’t, then what knowledge might she hold that would lead me to it? Our working hypothesis is that her profession as an antique book conservator might be a lead.

      The other thing that those daily reports do is help me build an understanding of Charlie’s lifestyle, likes, and dislikes. This can come in handy when I approach her. Now that I’ve read a week’s worth of those reports, I’m beginning to gain valuable insights into her character and temperament. On a personal level, it’s clear that if she is to become my life partner, I couldn’t dream of a better one.

      Fate made an excellent choice for me. Charlie is perfect. She’s a ten to Stella’s one, and that’s without factoring in the sixteen-year age gap between Stella and me. Charlie has purpose, ambition, maturity, and emotional intelligence—everything a man would want in a wife.

      And that’s why the regret I feel about not having had time to honor Stella’s request to be her first lover is unconscionable. Still lusting after her is incomprehensible. Pure lunacy! A shameful lapse of judgment.

      Hopefully, it’ll pass, and soon.

      The way forward is to get over my ludicrous fantasy about Stella like I got over my ordeal at her parents’ hands. Not only haven’t I considered revenge once since my extraction, but I’ve barely had a thought to spare for Yvonne and Jean-Claude. And when I do, I feel nothing but contempt. The psychotherapist who saw me last week couldn’t believe how quickly I turned the page on my captivity. I told him that I never look behind when I can look ahead.

      Ahead is a hunt for the fifth key. And Charlotte Gotteland.
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      I grip the steering wheel as I drive through the picturesque streets of Annecy with the morning sun peeking out and casting a warm glow on the iconic pastel-colored buildings. The clock on the dashboard tells me I’m cutting it a little close to the start of Charlie’s hearing. There was a difficult balance to strike between arriving too early, which could draw unnecessary attention to myself, and too late, which would make me miss the beginning.

      Finally, I spot the courthouse on rue Royale. Its imposing concrete-and-glass façade clashes with the rest of the town’s architecture and makes this palais de justice seem cold and intimidating, despite the greenery outside. Which was, no doubt, the intention when it was built. In the mind of modern urban planners, a high court must inspire awe in the criminal and the law-abiding citizen alike.

      I park my car and take a deep breath before climbing out. This isn’t about my physical shape. I walk fine now, and only those who know me well can see a difference in my gait. A stranger would never guess what a struggle it was for me to stand up a mere three weeks ago! No, what I’m nervous about is approaching Charlie after her hearing is over and getting her to work with me.

      OK, let’s go.

      The sounds of the bustling city fade away as I push open the door and step into the cool, vast lobby of the courthouse. The air is thick with the gravity of what goes on inside. Footsteps echo on the marble floors as small groups of people, some in black robes, walk back and forth and speak in hushed voices.

      I stride up to the reception desk, where a young woman sits behind a glass partition.

      “Bonjour,” I say. “I’m here for the hearing of Charlotte Gotteland. Can you tell me which room it’s in?”

      The woman looks up from her computer. “Room 207, second floor.”

      Nodding my thanks, I head upstairs. The elevator would’ve been kinder to my legs, but the stairs provide exercise.

      I reach the second floor and walk down the corridor. The muffled sound of a gavel echoes through the hallway, and I quicken my pace. As I approach room 207, I take a moment to collect myself and then I slip into the room as unobtrusively as possible. It’s a smallish, simple room, with wooden panels lining the walls and a few rows of benches occupied by the participants and spectators. My guess is, they are family, friends, and associates. It doesn’t look like there are any journalists present. But this isn’t a high-profile case either.

      But it will put an end to Charlie’s career, not to mention bankrupt her, if she loses it. In short, she’s in serious trouble. Bad for her, but good for me, because I have a golden ticket. Destiny, baby!

      The judge, a stern-looking woman with gray hair, sits facing the litigating parties and the public. Looking around, I spot Charlie at the front of the room. She’s wearing a boring pantsuit, and her short blond hair is smoothed back. Her face is etched with worry. Her lawyer, Maître Simonnet, is beside her. Next, my eyes lock onto the plaintiff, Alain Lefevre, seated across from Charlie. He’s a well-dressed man in his forties, oozing an air of arrogance and disdain.

      I find an empty spot that offers me an unobstructed view without drawing attention to my presence. The other thing I do is scan the room with my cell phone for Bluetooth devices and make a mental note of all the names that pop up.

      Maître Simonnet rises to his feet, clasps his hands in front of him, and begins to argue Charlie’s case.

      My timing was good.

      “Madame le Juge,” Maître Simonnet begins. “My client, Madame Charlotte Gotteland, is a highly respected book conservator with a sterling reputation. She takes considerable pride in preserving and restoring precious books and manuscripts. The idea that she would replace an antique book with a forgery is preposterous.”

      I watch Charlie. Her hands are shaking as she clutches the purse in her lap. Her lawyer goes on, reading from a paper. His voice monotonous, he recounts how last year, Monsieur Alain Lefevre approached Charlie to perform active conservation of a rare and valuable seventeenth-century book. Upon completing the work, Charlie returned it to the client. Shortly afterward, he accused her of having stolen the original and given him a high-quality replica. That accusation is false, Maître Simonnet argues. He concludes by pointing out how the plaintiff’s false claim threatens his client’s professional reputation and finances and puts her at risk of criminal charges.

      The room remains silent when he’s finished. The only sound is the faint rustle of papers being shuffled as the other side prepares to present their arguments.

      I look at Charlie, noting how nervously she fidgets with her purse. Good. The greater her fear of a negative outcome, the more she’ll appreciate my help down the road. With the faith I have in her thanks to her dossier and the resources available to me, things look better than they may seem at this point. Not only am I confident we can turn this case in Charlie’s favor, but I think we can get the judge to rule that the old crook should pay Charlie damages for smearing her good name, wasting her time, and causing her unnecessary worry.

      The best detective in the area has been looking into Alain Lefevre for the past few days. I’m meeting with him this afternoon, and he hinted he has news I’ll be happy to hear.

      Will I have the strength when I see him to stick to Charlie’s case? Will I be able to refrain from giving them another matter to investigate—a personal one this time?

      I should. The question is, can I?

      The longer I stay away from Stella, the more I think about her. It’s killing me not to know if she’s OK, how she’s holding up after she sided with me against her parents. I wonder if the three of them had a cathartic conversation, once her father woke up. I wonder if Yvonne and Jean-Claude forgave her for betraying them. I’d really like to know if Stella forgave their lies. And that pathetic fiancé of hers—did she break up with him?

      Opting for a clean cut was a mistake. What if she isn’t doing well? What if those events sent her into a relapse of her mental illness? That would be the worst possible outcome!

      “Madame le Juge,” Lefevre’s lawyer booms, making eye contact with the judge, “not only are my client’s accusations not false, but we have evidence proving Madame Gotteland’s wrongdoing.”

      Evidence? You’ve got to be kidding me.

      He produces a stack of papers, waving them for effect.

      “These documents show discrepancies in the restoration process,” he exclaims triumphantly. “We also have an analysis from an independent expert who confirms the forgery.”

      Sure, bud, if you say so.

      I feel the frustration build inside me. The courtroom remains perfectly impassive in the face of the plaintiff’s BS.

      Maître Simonnet, on the other hand, looks unsettled.

      His voice wavers as he addresses the judge, “Madame le Juge, um, we have not had the chance to review those documents. We request more time to do so, and to, um, investigate. And, to gather our own evidence to refute those claims, um, if we can.”

      Why is Charlie’s lawyer’s response so weak? I would’ve been much more emphatic. It’s the way things are done in courtrooms… On the other hand, the plaintiff’s lawyer sounded very sure of himself.

      The judge’s brow furrows as she considers the request. I shut my eyes in silent prayer. What good is the intel my detective has dug up if the judge drops her verdict here and now, based on Lefevre’s “evidence”?

      “Very well, Maître Simonnet,” the judge says. “You will have a week to review the documents and gather evidence. We will reconvene then.” She turns to Lefevre’s lawyer. “What compensation is your client seeking should he win this case?”

      Lefevre’s lawyer smirks, a gleam in his eye. “My client is seeking two hundred thousand euros in damages, Madame le Juge, due to the immense value of the stolen book and the intense emotional suffering this incident has caused him.”

      What in the name of God?

      A collective gasp ripples through the courtroom.

      Ah, at last, a reaction!

      Charlie’s face goes pale, her eyes widening in disbelief.

      The gavel falls, the sound reverberating in my ears as the room begins to empty. Charlie’s friends offer her words of support, but I can see the hopelessness in her eyes as she glances at her lawyer. The latter checks his watch, tells her he’ll be in touch, and rushes away.

      I make my way over to Charlie who’s now exiting the room all by her lonesome.

      “My name is Darrel Vlovsky,” I say, falling into step with her. “I’m going to help you win this case.”

      She stops in her tracks. “I’m sorry?”

      I repeat my statement.

      She eyes me up and down. “Why?”

      “Walk with me,” I say, pointing behind us. “We’re blocking the doorway.”

      As we head down the corridor, I give her my most reassuring smile. “I believe we can expose Lefevre for the fraud he is and clear your name.”

      “How?” she asks. “And, once again, why? Why would you help me?”

      “Because I hate it when bad people get away with bad deeds.”

      She tilts her head to one side and shoots me a look that says “Yeah, right.” We head across the lobby to the exit.

      “Monsieur Vlovsky,” she says, “I commend you on the purity of your heart, but I’m too old to believe in selfless motives.”

      “My motives aren’t selfless.”

      “I’m listening.”

      We reach the exit. I hold the door for Charlie, which also gives me a chance to look back without being obvious.

      “If you win this case with my help,” I say, “then I’ll ask you to sell me an antique key that I believe you own.”

      She scrutinizes my face. “I don’t own any antique keys. I’m a book restorer, Monsieur Vlovsky, which is not the same as an antiques dealer.”

      Did I really think it was going to be that easy?

      “All right,” I say. “Do you know of such a key? Do you know someone who owns one? Have you read about it in one of the books you restored?”

      She shakes her head.

      Either she’s lying, or she simply doesn’t know yet what she knows. The whereabouts of the key may, for example, be described in a book that’s sitting in her private collection unread.

      We reach the bottom of the stairs leading down from the courthouse.

      Charlie gives me a tight smile. “I must go. Nice talking to you, Monsieur Vlovsky.”

      “My offer stands, Madame Gotteland,” I say, handing her my business card. “I’ll be in touch.”

      She squints. “But I just told you I have no idea where your key could be. Why would you still help me? “

      “Because I always finish what I start. Good day, Madame.”

      With that boastful rejoinder, I turn around and head to the parking lot. On my way, I use the reflections in the windows on the ground floor to check if I’m being tailed. As I pick my way to my car, I use side mirrors for the same purpose. And, after I buckle my seat belt, I scan for Bluetooth devices again. None of the names I memorized in the courtroom show up.

      Looks like I’m in the clear.

      I peel out, wondering if Adam’s new, bolder strategy will succeed at fooling our nemesis, Kurt Ozzi, and his men better than the previous approach.

      This time around, not only has MESS sent several decoys on suspicious-sounding trips around Europe, but they’ve also spread a false rumor in the royals’ inner circle. According to that rumor, Princess Eugénie is the new key seeker. She is currently in Florence, where she’s visiting all sorts of museums, private collections, and friends’ homes. She’ll even meet up with Prince Leonardo of Bourbon, a disgraced friend of the royal family whom they currently suspect of working for his uncle Kurt. The idea is to maintain a degree of uncertainty in our enemies’ minds.

      Hopefully, all this effort will keep Kurt and his sidekicks busy chasing shadows while I hunt for the key.

      Fifteen minutes later, I park the car near the bistro where I’m slated to meet with Arthur Rosace, the detective I hired on Nicolai’s recommendation. Our meeting will be about Charlie’s case only. I will not ask him to tail Stella Jezequel from Vosier-en-Haut for a day, find out everything he can about her current life, and report back to me. Nor will I check on her myself. And I sure won’t call her the moment my meeting with Arthur is over to ask how she’s been.

      Even as I enunciate those affirmations, I already know I’ll be doing the exact opposite.
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      I step into the bar area, breathing in the blended smell of expensive liquors and coffee. This bar, like the rest of the Hotel l’Impérial Palace where I’m supposed to meet with Darrel, is very chic. The dark leather stools, lush velvet couches, and golden-hued armchairs complement the upscale atmosphere. Everything here suggests a level of wealth that my parents have aspired to for as long as I can remember, but never quite managed to reach.

      The snazzy rows of small lamps that seem to hover underneath the ceiling provide a subdued light, which is great if you’re having a relaxing drink. Not so great if you’re trying to find someone.

      That someone called me about an hour ago, after three weeks of radio silence. His excuse? He’d been determined to never look back, but the need to know if I was all right prevailed in the end. Pff! I should’ve told him to get lost. But, to my shame, I said I could catch a bus to Annecy and be there in forty-five minutes. In response, he made a strange request without offering an explanation.

      After we hung up, I put on a flirty cocktail dress, high-heeled boots, and red lipstick. Darrel has only ever seen me in flannel pajamas or oversize sweatshirts, so he’s in for a surprise. If we never meet again, then this is how I want him to remember me—at my sexiest.

      My eyes adjust to the dim light of the bar. Suddenly, I see him. He’s walking toward me from the back, breathtakingly handsome in a tailored black suit and crisp white shirt.

      Ha! Looks like I’m not the only one who made an effort tonight.

      Wait a second… How can he walk like this without any visible effort, wincing, limping, crutches, or cane? Three weeks ago, he lay in my parents’ basement with two broken legs! And I know he wasn’t faking it because I saw what it cost him to stand up and fight Dad. I also heard bones crunching when Dad kicked Darrel’s legs.

      “You look incredible,” he says, halting in front of me.

      Much more than his unexpected compliment is the sight of him, the arousing smell of his cologne and the deep, masculine sound of his voice that sends delightful shivers down my spine. I do my best to remain cool and composed.

      He scrunches his face. “Sorry, I meant to say ‘incredulous.’ You look incredulous.”

      “That’s because you look brand-new.”

      “I know, right?” He laughs. “Intensive physical therapy, ultrasound, massage, and other highly effective treatments twelve hours a day, every day. Speedy recovery in half the time.”

      I lift my chin slowly to show I’m impressed.

      “After you.” He points at the corner with two armchairs facing each other across a small table.

      As I saunter to the designated spot, I sense his gaze on my back. It takes all my willpower to not look over my shoulder and see if he’s checking out my legs and derrière. I hope he is. And I hope his chest constricts with regret as great as mine.

      Yeah, I’m feeling vindictive tonight.

      Is it my outfit, the lipstick, or the ways in which my life has changed over the last three weeks? All I know is that tonight I feel older. I feel like I’m Darrel’s age. Like I’m his equal.

      He gestures for me to sit first. When he slides into the armchair opposite me, he grabs the armrests for additional support. It’s the first indication he’s allowed of his recent injuries so far.

      We open the drink menus.

      Darrel flags down a server who rushes to our side. “What can I get you, Madame?”

      I hesitate, studying the menu.

      Darrel orders a cognac. I opt for a rum cocktail—just as strong as Darrel’s drink, only sweeter. Within minutes, the waiter returns and places our drinks in front of us, along with small dishes of cashew nuts and olives.

      When he’s gone, Darrel looks me in the eye. “Did you bring the pills?”

      I hand him a matchbox with samples of my daily meds. “One of each, like you asked. What are you going to do with them?”

      “I’ll have them tested in a lab.”

      My glass freezes halfway to my mouth. “What for? What do you expect to find?”

      “Probably, nothing,” he replies. “Just following up on a hunch.”

      We drink in silence. I savor the perfect taste of my cocktail, smoky and sweet, while ogling Darrel shamelessly. Other guests chat over their drinks, the soft hum of their conversation echoing throughout the room. Occasionally, a glass clinks against the marble bar top, or someone laughs at a joke. Jazz music plays in the background. It’s a faint purr that further enhances the bar’s sophistication.

      An extremely pleasant, tingly feeling of warmth spreads through my body. My eyes never leave Darrel’s face. His gaze never strays from mine.

      “So,” he finally says, “how have you been?”

      “I’ve moved out of my parents’ house.”

      “Where to?” His voice wavers. “Your fiancé’s?”

      “I broke up with Philippe.”

      He nods, barely hiding his satisfaction.

      “I’m crashing at my friend Gaby’s place in Vosier-en-Haut,” I say. “I should be able to rent a room on my own in two or three months. I’m starting a new job after Easter.”

      “What’s the job?”

      “Receptionist in a dental center here in Annecy.”

      “Fantastic!” He rubs his hands. “How did your parents take it all? Did you all… um… Have you…?”

      He’s obviously struggling to find the right words, so I help him out, “Have we had an honest conversation about all the crazy shit that was going on at our house?”

      He smiles. “Yes.”

      “Yes, we have.”

      “And?”

      “It didn’t go well. They kept telling me that if I let them initiate me, then I’ll understand their reasons.” I shake my head in despair. “They truly don’t see how crazy their behavior is.”

      “Did you tell them?”

      “I insisted that they need to see a psychiatrist because in terms of mental health, they might not be doing much better than me,” I say with a smirk. “It didn’t look like they were open to my suggestion.”

      “Did they try to stop you from moving out?”

      “Not really, no.” I empty my glass.

      Darrel finishes his and gestures “same for both” to the server.

      “My parents were too shaken, too defeated, to try and stop me,” I say. “Dad can’t get over my betrayal.”

      Darrel snorts. “He was going to murder me. Your ‘betrayal’ was a brave act of mercy.”

      “That’s not how he sees it.”

      “And your mother?”

      “She didn’t object to my departure. She thinks that spending time apart may be what we need at this point.”

      “What do you think?” Darrel asks, staring into my eyes.

      I hold his blue gaze. “I agree with her.”

      “Is there anything you need, Stella? Anything I can help you with?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      He slides to the edge of his seat and leans forward. “How about an apartment? I could rent one for you in Annecy, for a few months, until you find your bearings and save some money. Isn’t that a good idea?”

      “No.”

      He startles at my curt reply.

      I take a gulp of my cocktail and set the glass down. “There is something you could do for me, though, if you really want to be of help.”

      “Absolutely!” He reaches over the table and grabs my hand. “You saved my life, Stella.”

      Is this a good time to remind him that it’s my own parents I saved him from, and how long I’d hesitated before doing so? Probably not.

      He’s holding my hand with both of his now. “Go ahead, ask me anything! You’ll do me a service by allowing me to repay you.”

      Very well, then.

      “It’s the same request I made of you back in my parents’ basement,” I say.

      The expression in his magnetic eyes shifts slightly. I’m quite sure I can read it. He doesn’t think he got it right. He didn’t expect me to ask this of him. Then, his face settles into a new countenance. Yep, she did ask it.

      Ha-ha! I just monitored in real time Darrel catching my drift.

      “Why me?” he asks.

      I bristle. “You make it sound like a punishment.”

      “Not at all! It’s a beautiful gift. I just…” He lets go of my hand and sits back. “I don’t think I’m the right man for the honor of being your first.”

      “I disagree.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Looking as hot as you do, please don’t tell me there’s a shortage of worthy young men who’d be delighted to oblige!”

      I shrug, refusing to confirm or disaffirm his statement.

      He carries on, “You could snap your fingers, and every single man within earshot who has functioning eyes will scramble for the privilege.”

      “I’m snapping my fingers now,” I say. “At you.”

      He swallows hard.

      I cross my legs, channeling Basic Instinct. “Are you not single anymore?”

      “Um… No, I still am.”

      Why did he hesitate before answering? For the same reasons as before.

      “I get your objections, truly,” I say. “Our age gap, my mental illness, your job… whatever it is that you do.”

      He watches me intently, like he’s keen to hear what I’ll say next.

      Hopefully, this will reassure him. “I’m not asking for forever, Darrel. Not even for a short while. Just one night.” I zoom in on the bulge in his pants. “Something tells me you’d like that, too.”

      He stares at his glass before lifting his eyes to me. “All right.”

      My mouth falls open. I yearned for this, fantasized about this, but I didn’t think I’d get a chance, or work up the courage, to ask. And I certainly didn’t expect he would agree.

      He clears his throat. “It really is going to be one night. Do you understand? We won’t date afterward, won’t become fuck buddies, not even friends. Are those terms acceptable to you?”

      There are no words to express how much I hate your terms!

      “Yes, they are acceptable,” I say. “When and where?”

      “How about now and here? I have a room at this hotel.”

      My head swimming, I nod.

      He asks for the check and signs off with his room number.

      We stand up from our seats, leaving the rest of our drinks unfinished. As if in a dream, I follow him to the elevator and then down a carpeted hallway into his room.
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      The moment Darrel closes the door behind us, he brushes his lips against mine, light as a feather at first. But even that gentlest touch sends bursts of joy through my body. They turn into currents when he presses his lips harder, his tongue seeking entry. I part my lips—and nearly faint with how much I missed this, how much I longed for him, how amazing it feels to be held and kissed by him.

      Soon, our kiss deepens into a hot, intimate dance of tongues like that time in the basement. Wave after wave of heat washes over me from head to toe. His hands stroke my back, my sides, shoulders, neck, face. My skin burns wherever he touches me. I arch into his touch, craving more.

      Gradually, the world around me melts away. I have no clue what Darrel’s room looks like. A few moments later, I can’t even remember where we are. Or who we are. We’re just a man and a woman, kissing each other into oblivion.

      A long while later, we pause to catch our breath.

      He takes my hand and leads me to the double bed covered with sumptuous linens and plush pillows. I notice my surroundings as we progress through the spacious room. The suite exudes an air of understated luxury. A thick carpet covers the floor, cushioning our steps. The room’s furnishings, from the narrow writing desk with a sleek leather chair tucked underneath it to the small coffee table in the seating area, are made of real wood, their elegant lines and surfaces polished to perfection.

      It’s dark on the other side of the tall windows, from which I deduce that the room is overlooking Lake Annecy and not the city.

      Darrel follows my gaze. “The view of the lake and the smoky mountains behind it is the best thing about this hotel. You’ll see in the morning.”

      I nod.

      We stop by the bed.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks.

      “No, I’d already had dinner when you called. What about you?”

      “Same.” He points to the minibar. “Another drink?”

      “No, thank you.”

      He takes my other hand. “Since it’s going to be your first time, I want to make this night special for you. For both of us.”

      “No objections here.”

      He smiles. “What’s your most cherished sexual fantasy?”

      “Uh… Er…” I stammer, taken aback by his question.

      My old self kicks in and I’m suddenly too shy to speak of such things. What happened to the femme fatale from Basic Instinct?

      “Come on.” He grins. “You can tell me. Unless it involves a coral reef lagoon and a sandy beach or some other outdoor setting, I’ll make it come true tonight.”

      “What’s your fantasy?” I ask him instead of answering.

      “Who cares? It’s your first time, Stella.”

      “I do. I care.” Searching his face, I try again. “Did you… did you ever fantasize about me while you were a captive in our house?”

      “Every day, multiple times a day,” he says without batting an eye.

      Oh. Wow. My confidence perks up and my playfulness with it.

      I wet my lips. “What was your most cherished fantasy about me?”

      His lips quirk. Suddenly, he looks self-conscious. And boyish. And sexy as hell.

      “Come on,” I say. “You can tell me. Unless it involves Olympic-level gymnastics, I’ll make it come true tonight.”

      Whoa, why did I say that? I guess it seemed like a fun idea to parrot his earlier challenge. But the truth is, I am sooo not ready for what he might ask! Fingers crossed he’ll chicken out.

      Darrel averts his gaze and looks down at his hands. Is that a good or a bad sign?

      When he lifts his eyes to me, there’s a glint of mischief in them, like he’s taking me up on my challenge. God help me.

      “You said something when I was fingering you back in the basement,” he begins.

      “I said many things.”

      I was hoping to sound brazen, but my suddenly guttural voice ruined the effect.

      He strokes my cheek. “The thing I’m referring to is when I made you come, and you told me it was way better than when you do it yourself.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “It’s been my favorite fantasy about you since then.”

      I frown, unsure. “What, exactly?”

      “To watch you pleasure yourself.”

      I shift from one foot to the other, chewing on my lip, scared and excited in equal measures.

      He cocks his head. “So, if you were serious about making it come true, then I suggest you get down to it.”

      “You mean…?”

      He points to the bed. “Make yourself comfortable and show me. Do it in front of me.”

      I can’t. But I want to. Oh, fuck it, I’m doing it!

      I point to the brightest lamp. “Can you dim it?”

      “Sure, but those stay on.” He points at the wall lights that cast a warm, subtle glow on the bed.

      Nodding, I take off my boots, climb on the mattress, and lean on the headboard. He sets his phone on the nightstand. Then he sits down at the foot of the bed and takes off his shoes and socks. After that, he sits up without removing any other garment.

      I can’t wait to see him naked—fully naked—but paradoxically, I’m thankful he’s keeping his clothes on for now.

      We stare at each other for a long moment.

      “I can’t,” I finally say. “I was bluffing before. I’m not as bold as I made it sound.”

      “What if I guide you at first, step-by-step?”

      I knit my eyebrows, considering his proposition.

      He instructs me to take off my tights and panties. I comply hesitantly, turning my side to him while my most intimate apparel is peeled down to my ankles and then kicked out of the way. Not sure if I’m more embarrassed or aroused right now. Fifty-fifty, I’d say.

      With the panties and tights gone, I bring my legs back together, well knowing he won’t like this show of modesty.

      He removes his jacket and settles more comfortably. “Now push the hem of your dress up.”

      Deliberately slowly, I hike it to the top of my thighs.

      “Further up,” he says. “Lift your sweet little ass off the bed and yank the dress to your waist.”

      I obey, keeping my legs tightly together, as I lower my backside on the bed. There’s a hint of frustration in his eyes.

      Oh no, is this not what you want, darling? Well, then, you’ll have to spell out exactly what you want. It’s crazy how much I want to hear it. His directions arouse me!

      Darrel’s next ask makes my heart skip a beat.

      “I want you to spread your legs so that I can feast my eyes on you.”

      I hesitate for a moment, my cheeks, and ears on fire with the nerve-racking intimacy of what he’s asking me to do.

      He repeats his command.

      On an exhale, I spread my legs wide, folding them at the knees.

      His hungry gaze dips between them.

      We stay like that for a while, with him looking at my unshaven pussy, and me looking at the dark window on my right.

      His voice is low and husky as he speaks again, “Now, touch yourself, Stella.”

      I flex my fingers, but my hand won’t move.

      “Take your hand and put it between your legs,” he instructs me.

      Closing my eyes, I touch myself. But not how he expected. I basically cover my mound with my hand.

      He clicks his tongue on the roof of his mouth. “That won’t do, Stella. Open your pussy lips and show me that sweet little clit of yours.”

      I do as he asks. His blue gaze bores into me, laps at me, sears me, makes me want to give him everything I have. But my fingers seem paralyzed. They simply won’t move.

      I wish he’d take over now!

      Instead, he slides closer across the bed, so that our bodies are nearly touching.

      He leans forward to speak into my ear. “Let yourself go, baby. Stroke yourself like you’re alone.”

      “That’s the thing, you see. I’m not.”

      “Do it.”

      It turns out that’s all the impetus my fingers needed—a sharp, “discussion over” style of directive—to make them move. He draws back so that he can see everything. I find my clit and rub it. I dip my fingers between the inner lips and rub there, too, spreading the wetness that oozes out of me.

      He appears mesmerized, his eyes almost black with desire. He’s also visibly hard.

      I moan softly.

      “Open, Stella,” he reminds me. “Keep yourself open.”

      Short of breath, my chest heaving, I do as I’m told.
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      Pleasure builds within me. Desire rises, takes control of my very being. My core clenches and aches. How can all this happen just from spreading myself open to Darrel’s gaze, and watching him watch me?

      I feel exposed and vulnerable. But also, powerful.

      How can it be? How can I feel so much at his mercy, and at the same time confident and in control? I know he’s burning to pleasure me. I also know he won’t go where I don’t wish him to go or do anything I tell him not to do. That knowledge gives me a sense of great safety.

      Is it an illusion? Am I deceiving myself? Will Darrel hurt me?

      Emotionally, no doubt. I suspect he’ll break my heart if I don’t guard it.

      Physically, though? Never. If there’s anything I’m certain of these days, that’s it.

      “Keep going,” he encourages me. “Stroke yourself.”

      I run my fingers against my slick, swollen clit. I’m extremely aroused but I’m too aware of his gaze to be able to relax deeply enough to come. There is no release in sight. I don’t think I can orgasm with Darrel looking at me like he does.

      “Give me your hand,” he orders suddenly.

      I do.

      “The other hand, Stella.”

      Oh. I lift my glistening fingers toward him. He grabs my hand and lifts it closer to his face, and just holds it for a moment. His nostrils flare at the smell of the liquid coating my fingers. His eyelids come down with appreciation. Expectantly, I wait to see what he’ll do next. I have an idea, but I don’t dare to give it credence.

      Oh, God, he’s doing it! He sucks my fingers, one by one, and licks between them, staring me in the eye. The erotic charge that shoots through me is so strong I shudder.

      He’d asked about my fantasy earlier—and I didn’t have the guts to reveal it. Having no real-life experience with sex, it’s hard to gauge if a practice I saw in a porn movie is something real people do in real life. Women giving men blowjobs seems to be. But what about the other way around? Do unwaxed men enjoy giving cunnilingus as much as porn stars do? Or, should I say, pretend to do?

      Well, given how Darrel suckles and licks my fingers, his eyes now closed and a blissful expression on his face, I feel that they just might. This man, at any rate.

      “Would you like to lick me down there?” I ask him.

      His eyelids fly open. “I’m dying to do that! I was hoping you’d let me. But I also feared you might balk at that caress, find it too intimate.”

      “My favorite fantasy lately has been about you doing that.”

      He studies my face. “Is that true?”

      “In the basement, after you suckled on my breasts, and it felt so good, I couldn’t stop wondering how it would feel if you used your tongue and lips”—I glance between my legs—“down there.”

      He draws closer. “You kill me, Stella.”

      And then he grabs my legs, pulls me down a little, spreads them wider and settles between my thighs. All my shyness and hesitancy are gone now. I’m panting and trembling with anticipation.

      Darrel’s eyes are fixed on my mound. “If you knew how much I’ve longed to bury my face in your sweetness and eat you up!”

      All I can manage in response is a shaggy groan.

      His lips curl into a slight smile. “Spread your folds, baby, and hold.”

      My fingers obey immediately, eagerly.

      He slides the tip of one long finger into me, like last time, and then his mouth descends on my clit, making me gasp. His tongue swirls around it once, gently. He hardens it and applies more pressure, and begins to lick, gradually increasing the intensity of his strokes. His finger moves faster, plunges deeper. He brings me to the brink with each deft movement before easing off just enough to keep me from going over.

      I arch my back into every lick and every suck. His tongue finds a rhythm that speaks directly to my core, coaxing moans from me, which rise and fall in time with the flicks of his tongue. I thrash, but he holds me in place, allowing me no reprieve. He’s kissing me, licking me, suckling, caressing me with his fingers, lips, and tongue. I writhe and jerk against him. I plead, calling his name.

      He works me with a resolute, relentless single-mindedness.

      My body is on fire with the sensations coursing through me. It’s too much. I communicate it by wriggling away from the pressure. But Darrel doesn’t stop. There is no doubt in my mind that if I tell him to stop, he will. I press my lips together to keep me from doing that. I am incoherence personified, but I don’t want him to stop.

      He keeps pleasuring me, pushing me closer and closer to the edge of a cliff. There will be a delicious release on the other side—I know that. But the tension in my core is so great I begin to doubt I can survive the tumble.

      When I attempt to slither away, he holds me down and moves his tongue so hard and fast that there’s no more escape. Seconds later, I tip over the edge.

      And I fall.

      And I fly.

      His arms wrap around my knees while my body shakes with the most powerful, most delicious orgasm I’ve had so far. I thread my hands through his thick, wavy hair, feeling overwhelmed, satisfied, grateful. After the last ripple has died out, I lie back against the pillow, enjoying the feeling of total relaxation in every part of my body.

      Darrel crawls away, raining soft kisses on the inside of my thighs. He sits up, admiring the undone state of me, and looking pleased with himself. My chest swells with a feeling. It’s a deep, intense, dangerous one. A forbidden one, given Darrel’s terms.

      I’m not doing a particularly good job guarding my heart, am I?

      Quick, a distraction!

      I prop myself up on my elbows and give Darrel an annoyed look. “Sadly, drinking cocktails has consequences.”

      “Are you nauseous?” A frown creases the space between his eyebrows.

      “No, silly, I just need to use the bathroom. But I’m too melted, too slack to go there.”

      Visibly relieved, he moves to get up from the bed. “I’ll carry you!”

      “What? No, please, there’s no need. I can manage—”

      But he isn’t listening. He scoops me up in his strong arms and carries me out into the entryway, pausing only to kick open the bathroom door.

      After he deposits me safely in front of the toilet, I point at the door. “Out!”

      Thankfully, he doesn’t argue. He turns on his heels and leaves me be.

      After I’ve done my business, I return to bed.

      “My turn.” He heads to the bathroom but not before issuing a warning, “Don’t move! Don’t you dare bail on me now, Stella!”

      Pff, like I would ever want to! “No chance.”

      As he disappears into the bathroom, something draws my eye to the nightstand. Darrel’s phone has lit up with a text. The sender’s name—Theodor—is familiar. I heard Darrel mention it once before, right after his SWAT team showed up at our house. The message itself is very brief. It reads, “Was the lady swayed by your charm?” There’s a smiley face after the question mark at the end.

      And just like that, the beautiful castle I’d built in the sand melts away, licked by a tidal wave. Even someone as naïve as me can tell that the lady in Theodor’s message has nothing to do with Stella Jezequel. She’s someone else, someone Darrel was planning to “charm.”

      When he returns, I’m balled up by the headboard.

      His smile fades. “Are you OK? What’s wrong?”

      “Is Theodor the VIP who jumped from the helicopter with you at the end of January?” I point at his phone.

      Darrel picks it up and reads the text. “Yes.”

      “Who’s the lady?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      He averts his gaze.

      Hang on… When we were in the bar, and I asked if he was still single, he hesitated briefly before saying yes. Could it be that he met someone over the intervening three weeks? Was Darrel planning to spend the evening, and the night, with her before I told him I’d meet him in Annecy?

      “You and that woman…” I pause, too chicken to ask if they’re dating. “What Theodor is inquiring about, is it personal or work related?”

      “Both.”

      He could’ve punched me in the gut, and it would’ve hurt less. I’d been correct to suspect he would hurt me emotionally. He’s doing it already. I should’ve never suggested we meet up. I should’ve never asked him to make love to me.

      God, this stings so bad!

      I pick up my pantyhose and panties and scoot the edge of the bed. “I better go.”

      A part of me is hoping he’d ask me to stay, pointing out he isn’t dating that other woman, or isn’t exclusive with her yet. And I’ll stay. I know it. That’s how much my stupid body wants him.

      But instead of trying to stop me, he says, “It’s probably best for everyone involved.”

      While I put on my underwear and boots, he calls the front desk to call me a cab. Three minutes later, the two of us leave the room without another word exchanged. As he walks me to the taxi and pays the driver, I wonder what he meant by “everyone involved.” Himself, I guess.

      My early departure means he won’t need to dump me tomorrow morning, after deflowering me. Could he be thinking that if no “virtue” gets “stolen,” then there’s no reason for remorse? I expect most men would feel that way.

      Thing is, Darrel Vlovsky isn’t most men.
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      I’m in the same strategic spot as last time. Sitting on the edge of my seat, I’m so antsy I could start chewing my tie if I don’t watch out. I wait for the judge to address the audience.

      Finally, her authoritative voice cuts through the tense silence of the courtroom. “The evidence introduced by the plaintiff has not held up under scrutiny. Nothing in the file we have reviewed proves that Madame Gotteland returned a forgery instead of the original to Monsieur Lefevre.”

      A wave of relief washes over me, but I remain alert, knowing that the case isn’t over yet. My gaze shifts to Charlie, who looks anxious but hopeful.

      The judge continues, “The defendant’s new evidence, however, has proved to be much more interesting.” She gestures to Charlie’s lawyer. “Will you present it, Maître?”

      Maître Simonnet stands up. His demeanor is a lot more confident now than at the end of the previous session. And for a good reason—albeit not one he can take credit for.

      “Madame le Juge, Ladies and Gentlemen,” he begins, “I would like to commence my plea by highlighting the injustice that has been inflicted upon my client, Madame Gotteland.”

      A murmur passes through the courtroom as Simonnet looks around to gauge the reaction of the public and the judge.

      He clears his throat and resumes, “The evidence I wish to present is of unparalleled importance, and the documents we have obtained will back it up, as well as by an expert witness who will provide his analysis and opinion on this case. We will not only demonstrate the malicious intent of the plaintiff, but also the necessity of granting Madame Gotteland fair and appropriate compensation for the emotional, financial, and reputational damages suffered.”

      Lefevre springs up in outrage. “Have you lost your mind? I am the wronged party here! I suffered the damages!”

      His lawyer whispers to him, no doubt urging him to shut up and sit back down, which he eventually does.

      “Our investigations have uncovered,” Simonnet carries on in a steady and clear voice, “that Monsieur Lefevre has a history of fraudulent activities, including art and rare book forgery.”

      A hush falls over the courtroom as Simonnet pauses to let his words sink in.

      “There have been several cases in France, Switzerland, Belgium, and the Netherlands,” he resumes. “Nothing stuck, for lack of witnesses and material evidence, so Monsieur Lefevre was never convicted. Even so, a clear pattern emerges.”

      I watch as Lefevre’s face reddens, his eyes narrowing at the accusation.

      “Monsieur Lefevre has a habit of entrusting a valuable painting or book to a restorer and then accusing them of having swapped the original. This typically allows him to either extort money from the artisan to keep the matter quiet and avoid damaging their reputation. When extortion doesn’t work, as in our case, he takes them to court and wins on occasion.”

      Lefevre’s lawyer stands up to object. “This is all speculation, Madame le Juge! They have no proof.”

      “Oh, but we do have proof,” Simonnet counters. “I would like to call an expert witness, former officer of the judicial police, now private detective Arthur Rosace, to the stand.”

      With a surge of anticipation due to the impact his testimony will have, I watch my guy take the stand. Over the past week, Charlie, her lawyer, Arthur, and I have met several times. Those meetings have been the only glimmers of sunshine in the nonstop foul mood I’ve been in since my aborted tryst with Stella. Not only did Arthur and I find ourselves getting along like gangbusters, but I have come to admire his professional skills and no-nonsense personality. I can see why MINDFUCH’s Nikolai Smirnoff values him so much.

      On the stand, Arthur swears to tell the truth and then dives into his testimony.

      “During my investigation,” he says, “I discovered that as soon as Madame Gotteland finished her restoration work on the book, Monsieur Lefevre hired a known art forger to work on a project.”

      The room gasps.

      “A book project,” Arthur points out. “I also uncovered that Lefevre sold the original of the book to a Chinese collector, and then framed Madame Gotteland to cover his tracks.”

      The courtroom buzzes with murmurs. I glance over at Charlie, who is holding her breath, and then at Lefevre, whose face has gone pale.

      “These findings, including the material evidence to support them, will clear Madame Gotteland’s name,” Arthur concludes. “I am also pleased to inform you that Monsieur Lefevre’s forger has been cooperating with the police.”

      Simonnet nods with satisfaction as Arthur leaves the stand. Amid the excited whispers, I sit tall with pride for the small part I played in getting an innocent person out of big trouble caused by a pernicious crook.

      The judge calls for order, and the room falls silent once again.

      The opposing counsel is quick to stand up and address the judge, “We received this new evidence too late, Madame le Juge. We haven’t had time to review it.”

      There’s a sparkle of impishness in the judge’s eyes as she turns to him. “You set the example, Maître. In fact, the opposing party did better than you. We’ve all had forty-eight hours, which I deem sufficient.”

      I really like the direction where this is going.

      The judge turns to the plaintiff. “Monsieur Lefevre, I would’ve said you wasted this court’s time, but given what was uncovered thanks to your litigation against Madame Gotteland, it seems our time was not wasted, after all.”

      Lefevre shifts in his seat and his face is gray now. He knows he lost big-time. The judge all but announced there will be a criminal investigation into his dealings.

      She now addresses the room, “In light of this new evidence, we must reevaluate the merits of the case against Madame Gotteland. The court will adjourn for a brief recess, after which we will reconvene for the verdict.”

      As the judge exits the courtroom, Simonnet turns to Charlie with a reassuring look on his face and begins to say something excitedly. She glances over at Arthur, who’s heading my way, and smiles at both of us. That’s an excellent sign.

      Arthur and I have barely exchanged a few words when the gavel’s sharp rap signals the end of the recess. Wow, that was quick!

      The judge returns to her seat, her expression grave as she begins to speak. Lefevre’s case against Charlie is dismissed. He will pay her damages that go beyond my most optimistic estimate. Not only is she fully vindicated, but our efforts helped Simonnet outplay the con man’s hand. His past deceptions caught up with him, and it’s time to face the consequences. Fuck around, find out.

      As the courtroom empties, Arthur and I head over to Charlie and her lawyer. Her eyes are bright with gratitude. Let’s hope her gratitude triggers reciprocity and jogs her memory regarding an antique key.
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      Charlie and I stroll through the Jardins de l’Europe. The park is beautiful, painted in the yellow-green colors of early April. Yesterday, when we talked briefly after the judge rendered her verdict, Charlie said she wanted to discuss my request. Her lawyer and Arthur were still there. Thanking her, I suggested that she and I meet here today at a time that suited her best.

      She picked lunchtime.

      And now here we are, promenading along the lake and munching on our sandwiches. Thankfully, the weather is perfect. It’s sunny and warm. The scent of buds and blossoming flowers fills the air. The gentle rustling of leaves brings a sense of tranquility despite the importance of this moment. The stakes are sky-high.

      The worst-case scenario would be that Charlie came here to say she’s grateful for my help, and would love to return the favor, but no matter how hard she’s tried, she can’t recall anything about an old key. My move in that case would be to ask her if I could come over and scan through the books in her collection in the hopes of finding something that way. To which she might say, “There is no point, because there is nothing in there.” At which time, my only remaining options would be of an illegal nature, such as breaking in and searching her home while she’s out.

      Gah! I do hope it won’t come to that.

      My fleeting equanimity gone, I glance at Charlie who’s biting into her sandwich with great appetite. Her short blond locks flutter in the breeze. As she walks, her tall, athletic body moves with the grace of someone who enjoys staying fit. Her blue eyes sparkle with energy, and there’s a general air of wholesomeness about her that makes us a good match, regardless of the oracle’s revelation. Finally, Charlie is in my age group, as opposed to someone who’s only twenty-two.

      Indulging in Stella’s wish was wrong, no matter how you slice it. No matter how much I crave her. No matter how much she begged for it. I shouldn’t have called her, shouldn’t have agreed to a meeting with her, shouldn’t have taken her to my room.

      What was I thinking? That’s the thing, I wasn’t thinking. Like that con man Lefevre, I fucked around, and now I’m finding out.

      If I want to repay Stella for saving my life, I must focus on assisting her in puzzling out her recent past, so that she can turn the page and move forward. Once I’ve used all the resources available to me, and done all I can to help Stella, I must disappear from her life completely.

      The blonde walking next to me now is my destiny. There is no future timeline where Stella and I end up together.

      Charlie swallows the last piece of her sandwich, washes it down with a gulp from her bottle, and starts to talk. She tells me how deeply touched she is by my support and by my willingness to go above and beyond to help her. Just as her acquaintances were beginning to doubt her innocence, and her lawyer had all but given up the fight, I brought in the providential man, Arthur Rosace. The world’s most brilliant detective, in Charlie’s opinion, Arthur was able to show the world who Alain Lefevre really was.

      “By hiring Arthur, you saved my business, my reputation, my savings,” she says, repeating herself. “You are my knight in shining armor!”

      While her qualifier both amuses me and strokes my ego, the suspense is becoming unbearable. I’m tempted to interrupt her and ask, “Do you have the key or not?” To avoid such a display of bad manners, I focus on my surroundings. I feast my eyes on the dappled shadows on the ground, cast by the sunlight as it filters through the lacy canopy. I listen to the sound of the lake’s water lapping against the shore.

      “Two years ago, I lost both my parents,” Charlie says suddenly.

      I already know that, as well as the tragic circumstances of how it happened—cancer relapse for her dad and grief-stricken suicide for her mom. But I don’t interrupt her.

      She carries on, “My parents had lived in Vosier-en-Haut all their lives. It’s a village about thirty minutes’ drive from Annecy. Unbelievably cute.”

      So cute I couldn’t leave it! A great mayor, too.

      “Dad was a successful contractor,” she continues. “Mom was a librarian and book restorer. She launched the business I’m running now, in fact. All I did was move it to Annecy.”

      I nod, inwardly praying that this intro leads where I hope it will.

      “About a decade ago,” she says, “Mom received a visit from Hugues Pernoud, an elderly gentleman from Vosier-en-Bas, the next village down the slope from ours. He asked her to restore a nineteenth-century leather-bound manuscript by an anonymous author for him.”

      Getting warmer? I hope so!

      Charlie takes a few steps in silence before picking up, “The manuscript wasn’t rare or valuable. But its contents were unique.”

      “How so?”

      “Have you ever heard of Queen Charlotte?”

      I furrow my brow. “Er… which one?”

      “Not the English one,” Charlie says. “I’m talking about our very own Charlotte of Savoy, who married the heir to the French throne and, when he was crowned King Louis XI, became Queen Charlotte of France.”

      “Ah,” I say, wondering how this is related to the Valois-Montevor key.

      “She was a devoted wife and mother and a lover of books. She loved them so much she hoarded them in the Château of Amboise on the Loire. That collection later became the basis of the Bibliothèque nationale.”

      I still have no clue how this is relevant.

      “The reason the content of that manuscript was so special to Mom is that she’d always admired Queen Charlotte. I was named Charlotte after her.”

      “Cool.”

      “That manuscript is a handwritten copy of an earlier, now lost, book. To borrow a modern term, it’s a fictionalized biography of Queen Charlotte. Most of it matches the known facts about her. Some of it doesn’t.”

      “I see.” Will we ever get to the part with the key?

      “While restoring the manuscript, Mom read it. She enjoyed it so much that she photographed the pages and printed them out to have a copy for herself.”

      “Nice.”

      Charlie smiles at my impatience. “We’re getting there, you’ll see! The owner of the manuscript, Hugues Pernoud, died a few years later. That brings us to six years ago. He bequeathed his antique book collection to the public library of Vosier-en-Haut.”

      “Why not his own village?”

      “Vosier-en-Bas doesn’t have a library,” Charlie explains. “They use ours.”

      “Your Mom worked at that library, right?”

      “She was its only staffer, which made her the librarian, manager, and conservator all in one,” Charlie says.

      “Okaaay…”

      “Which brings us to the antique key.”

      The relief on my face must be so obvious that she laughs. I laugh with her.

      “When Mom unpacked the boxes bequeathed by Monsieur Pernoud,” Charlie says, “the manuscript she’d restored was in there with an attachment bound to it with a length of a butcher’s twine.”

      My heart pounding, I ask, “What was the attachment?”

      “A sealed envelope.” She quirks a teasing eyebrow.

      “What was in the envelope?”

      “A handwritten note and an antique key.”

      Finally! I release the breath I was holding. “What did it look like? What did the note say? Where’s the key now?”

      “Let me start with your second question,” Charlie replies. “The note said that the key had belonged to Queen Charlotte, as explained in the manuscript. Monsieur Pernoud also wrote in his note that the key was a personal gift for my mother to thank her for the amazing job she’d done restoring the book.”

      “Have you seen that key? Do you have it?”

      “I saw it once,” Charlie says. “I wandered into Mom’s office when she was inventorying the items in the bequest. She was sitting at her desk, looking at a beautiful old key. She seemed mesmerized by it, completely in love. That’s when she told me she’d found it attached to Queen Charlotte’s story.”

      “Can you describe what that key looked like?”

      “I wouldn’t be able to give you a very detailed description because I didn’t look at it closely, but I can tell you it was very pretty.”

      I reach into my pocket and fumble for my phone. This gives me an opportunity to glance around without drawing attention to myself. I take note of the passersby, assessing their body language, expressions, and whether they seem out of place. They don’t.

      Satisfied, I unlock my phone and show Charlie a photo of one of the keys. “Did it look like this?”

      “Hmm…” She studies the pic. “Yes and no. It was similar in shape and the color of its patina, but it was a bit bigger. And a lot more ornate. Its artistry was more intricate and elaborate.”

      It can still be one of ours. While the four keys recovered by the royals so far are quite alike, they aren’t exact replicas. And I don’t just mean the bit. They all have different ornamental engravings on their bows and shafts. So, yes, that key could be one of ours.

      “Where’s it now?” I ask again. “Do you have it?”

      She shakes her head.

      “I don’t understand. Didn’t your mother keep the key since it was a personal gift?”

      “She did. Well, sort of.”

      I stare at her, perplexed.

      “The year was 1470,” Charlie says, going off on a tangent once again, “Out of Queen Charlotte’s first four children, only one had survived infancy. A girl.”

      “Not unheard of before the discovery of penicillin.”

      “True, but Charlotte hadn’t had a single pregnancy in four years by then. She was in a dark, lonely place. She believed herself a failure, both as a wife and as a queen since she was unable to produce a viable heir to the French throne.”

      “I do empathize, but—”

      Charlie flashes her palm. “It was in that dark moment that Queen Charlotte made a vow according to the manuscript.”

      She pauses for effect, which gets me thinking…

      Did she say 1470? That can’t be right… While we have no records of when the impenetrable vault was built, what we do know is that its nine keys left Mount Evor in the early 1790s after the French Revolution. It was a time of great unrest and uncertainty. The Valois-Montevor royals feared for their lives. To protect the original of our foundational treaty and its addendum, they locked them in the vault and sent the nine keys abroad for safekeeping, until the revolutionary madness blew over. Unfortunately, over the following decades, they lost track of them all.

      In other words, if our keys had already existed in 1470, they would still be in Mount Evor. I don’t see how one of them could have belonged to Queen Charlotte.

      While I ponder that question, Charlie resumes her tale. “Queen Charlotte had nine keys, inherited from her mother, Anne of Cyprus. It was her most cherished family heirloom.”

      Nine keys? Does it mean all our keys had belonged to Queen Charlotte, and to her mother before her? That doesn’t make any sense…

      “According to the family tradition, Charlotte was supposed to leave the keys to one of her daughters,” Charlie says. “But she vowed that if she had a boy, and if that boy lived, she’d skip her own offspring and give her keys to her sister’s daughter Jeanne. It was a compromise of sorts. The keys would stay in her blood family, but she was depriving herself and her own descendants of their protection.”

      “Did she get pregnant with a boy?”

      “Yes,” Charlie confirms. “And he lived and later became King Charles VIII of France.”

      “Did she keep her vow?”

      “Apparently, she did.”

      “OK, let’s recap. A fifteenth-century French queen made a vow and gave her heirloom keys to her niece instead of a daughter of hers.” I narrow my eyes at Charlie. “While I’m always happy to be educated, what I’d really like to know is what a twenty-first-century librarian did with the key she was given.”

      “She made a vow of her own.”

      The confusion on my face must be so great that Charlie giggles. “I’m sorry this story is so convoluted, but I promise, we’re almost there!”

      “I hope so,” I say forcing myself to smile back.

      “That day when I saw Mom admiring the key in her office, we’d received some terrible news. Dad had been diagnosed with cancer. Mom was distraught. We both were.”

      “Who wouldn’t be?”

      She tucks a blond wisp behind her ear. “Right in front of me, Mom pledged that if the treatments worked and Dad got better, then she’d part with Queen Charlotte’s key. She wouldn’t keep it, nor would she leave it to me, her only child. Instead, she’d return it to its home.”

      “Home? Like, back to Monsieur Pernoud’s house? Or… where? Did she say where that home was?”

      “Unfortunately, she didn’t.”

      I knit my eyebrows. “And you didn’t ask?”

      “I’d just assumed it would be Monsieur Pernoud’s family.” She gives me an apologetic look. “I should’ve asked, but our conversation took a bad turn. I told Mom that instead of trusting magic or making silly vows, she should focus on researching treatment options and the best specialists for Dad’s type of cancer. That’s what I was going to do.”

      “It’s what any reasonable person would do.” I make some calculations in my head. “You said that was six years ago. Your dad died two years ago.”

      “He was in remission for four amazing years,” Charlie says, her eyes dreamy. “My parents lived their lives to the fullest during that time.”

      “Your mom’s trust in magic seemed to have worked for a while.”

      “Maybe. Or the treatments did.”

      “Most likely.”

      Melancholy overlays the radiance in Charlie’s eyes. “Unfortunately, Dad’s cancer came back. It was so aggressive the second time that nothing could be done.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “I’m sorry, too. If I’d been more curious that day, I could’ve helped you now.”

      “You have,” I reassure her. “More than you know!”
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      Charlie and I reach the statue at the edge of the park, make a U-turn, and head down the Napoleon III Quay. For a while, we walk in silence. Charlie gazes at the lake. The glassy surface mirrors the white clouds floating above. I listen to the melodic chitchat of birds in the trees, while mentally reviewing everything I just learned and planning my next steps.

      “What are you going to do now?” Charlie asks.

      “I’m going to drive to Vosier-en-Bas and pay a visit to the Pernoud family.”

      She crosses her fingers. “I hope they have the key and are willing to help you.”

      “I hope so, too.”

      “What happens if they refuse?” she asks.

      “I can be very persuasive.”

      Her eyes widen. “Are you going to threaten them?”

      “Did I threaten you into telling me about Queen Charlotte’s key?”

      “No, you didn’t.” Her lips curve into a kittenish smile. “The method you chose was more effective. You helped me out of a tight spot, which obligated me.”

      “If the Pernoud descendants don’t cooperate, I’ll try something similar.”

      She suddenly halts. “What if there are no Pernoud descendants? And no house where Mom would’ve returned the key?”

      “In that case, we’ll have to go back to that manuscript and figure out what your mother meant when she spoke of the key’s home.”

      We come to the end of the park near the town hall.

      “You must be eager to get back to your workshop,” I say to Charlie. “Thank you for your time and for all the information you shared!”

      “You’re welcome. I wish I could do more.”

      “If the Pernoud lead gets me nowhere, I’ll be back for more, including the copy of the manuscript your mother made.”

      I don’t need to mention that I’d rather eat the grass under my feet than set foot in Vosier-en-Haut ever again, even if the original manuscript is in the library there. That village is associated with the darkest, bleakest, most miserable time of my life. And if I bump into the Jezequels or the Bauds there, I might lose control and break the promise I made to Stella.

      Charlie cocks her head. “Why not entrust Arthur Rosace with this investigation? He’s a fantastic detective. If anyone can find that key, it’s him.”

      “He’s working on another case now.”

      It’s true. The larger truth, of course, is that the oracle’s revelation requires that it should be Charlie and me looking for the key. There’s another reason for not enlisting Arthur’s help. We’ve had too many leaks. Kurt has eyes and ears everywhere. It is vital for the success of this operation that we limit the number of people involved in it.

      Which reminds me. “If anyone comes asking questions about that key, can you feign ignorance, like you did when I first approached you?”

      “No problem.”

      “Even if they offer money?”

      “I take money for my skills and time as a book conservator,” she says. “I don’t sell anything else. Certainly not my loyalties.”

      I really like this woman! It’s incomprehensible that my body doesn’t react to her the way my mind does. But I’m confident it’ll come.

      We exit the park.

      Charlie halts and extends her hand. “I hope you find that key. Clearly, it matters a lot to you. Will you keep me posted?”

      “You bet!” I shake her hand.

      After she turns her back to me, I glance at my phone that had beeped a few minutes ago. It’s a message from the lab that analyzed Stella’s pills. They’ve emailed me the results. Too impatient to wait until I get to my laptop at the hotel, I open the email on my phone, download the results, and zoom in.

      I knew it! I must tell Stella at once. And in person.

      My fingers are unsteady with excitement as I type a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you meet me at Café des Arts in old Annecy? It won’t take long. It’s important.

      

      

      

      

      

      She replies within minutes.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be there at 3 p.m.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her laconic text conjures up an image of a petite woman with big brown eyes and a head full of curly chestnut hair walking toward me. My heart sings with joy, and I do my best to suppress it.

      It’s not the prospect of seeing Stella again that thrills me, I tell myself. It’s that she’s willing to talk to me after the way we parted last time. I’m also pleased that my hunch about her pills was right.

      That’s all there is to it. That’s why I’m feeling so perky suddenly.
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        * * *

      

      It’s five minutes to three. I’m sitting at a small round table under the red awnings of the outdoor terrace of Café des Arts. Having ordered a beer for me and a milkshake for Stella—a deliberate choice—I gaze at the picturesque surroundings to keep my mind off her.

      The cool April breeze brushes against my face, carrying with it the faint scent of blooming flowers from the nearby Jardins de l’Europe. The sun casts a golden glow on the cobblestone street and historic buildings that frame the terrace. Quirky, colorful artwork hangs outside the café on the pastel-washed wall of the building across the street. The overfull flower boxes decorating the café’s exterior add more whimsy to the scene.

      Then I spot Stella. My lips go dry. She’s wearing a long dress with flowers on it and a cropped denim jacket. She looks even lovelier than she did in her sexy cocktail dress! My heartbeat quickens and a rush of adrenaline shoots through my veins.

      What the fuck, Darrel?

      She stops by my table. “May I join you?”

      “Of course!” As if waking from a trance, I spring to my feet and pull out a chair for her. “Please forgive my manners.”

      She sits down and glances at the drink in front of her. “You ordered a milkshake for me. How sweet.”

      “I hope you don’t mind it. But if you do, I’ll ask them to bring the menu. They have an excellent selection of drinks, specialty coffees and teas, and pastries, sandwiches, salads, and such in case you’re hungry.”

      “I’m not,” she says. “And a milkshake is perfect. It’s what I would’ve ordered.”

      There’s a challenge in her eyes as they meet mine. I may be reading this wrong, but her expression is saying: Yes, I’m only twenty-two, and I like milkshakes, and I’m not going to apologize for it.

      I avert my gaze. We spend some time sipping our drinks.

      Stella breaks the silence. “You said this was important. What were you going to tell me?”

      Shit, the lab results! I’d forgotten all about them. It’s as if seeing her wiped my hard disk clean. Even in her parents’ basement, when she was the only ray of light in my bleak, desperate days, I didn’t feel this way. What’s going on with me?

      Whatever it is, I need to rip it out.

      “I have the chemical analysis of the pills you gave me,” I announce.

      She takes a moment to process my statement. “What does it say?”

      “Your meds are fake.”

      Her head jerks backward. “What?”

      “The oval white pill, your antidepressant, is an organic neutral tablet for essential oils. The little yellow pill, which is supposed to be an antianxiety drug, is simply good old vitamin D.”

      She stays silent for a good minute before asking, “Are you suggesting my parents are giving me placebos?”

      “Yes. That also explains the absence of any side effects.”

      “How long?” Her chest rises and falls. “How long do you think they’ve been doing this?”

      “I’m tempted to say since the very beginning, but I don’t know for sure.”

      She rubs her face, visibly distraught. “But why? I thought they loved me…”

      “I believe they do in their warped way.”

      “Then why would they deny me a treatment I need?” Her big eyes open even bigger. “Is such irresponsible behavior another expression of their folly?”

      “Hmm… Your dad was elected mayor. Twice! He can’t be that crazy.”

      “Psychos get elected all the time,” she remarks.

      “Fair enough. But in the case of your parents, I think their behavior was rational. They gave you fake drugs to preserve your health from adverse effects.”

      “But I have DID! It’s a serious disorder, Darrel. I need those meds!”

      “Do you?”

      She gives me a narrow look. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that as unstable as they are, I don’t think they would’ve denied you any treatment you truly needed.”

      “Listen, I haven’t had any episodes in six years,” she says. “You bet I need that treatment! Because it works! Aside from speaking my thoughts aloud every now and then, I’ve lived like a completely normal person.”

      We stare at each other.

      Her eyes tighten at the corners. “What were you hinting at? Can you explain?”

      “I will, I promise. I just need to do a bit of digging first.”

      She wrings her hands. “I hope it doesn’t take too long.”

      “If you want me to uncover the truth faster, then you’ll need to tell me what crime you committed six years ago when you had your episode?”

      She turns away from me and studies the artwork lining the wall on the other side of the narrow street.

      I don’t rush her, don’t try to insist. She shouldn’t tell me if she isn’t ready.

      When she shifts her eyes to me, they’re filled with so much vulnerability that I can’t help but feel a surge of protectiveness toward her.

      “You know what,” I begin, “you don’t need to—”

      “I killed an innocent man.”

      That shuts me up.

      “My parents and I were hiking in the Bauges Mountains,” she says, her bottomless gaze locked with mine. “I fell behind, followed the wrong trail, and stumbled on a young man.”

      “Did he try to hurt you?”

      She shakes her head. “He was friendly. But my DID chose that moment to manifest itself. I hurled a rock at him.”

      Her hands start to tremble. Instinctively, I reach out to take them in mine.

      But she tucks them under her thighs. “As my dumb luck would have it, I didn’t miss.”

      Her face contorts as she struggles to not break down and cry. A confession like this must be hard. And painful. I can feel her pain constricting my own chest.

      “He died on the spot,” she says. “My parents covered it up to protect me.” Her lips quiver into a bitter smirk. “You thought they were bad for trying to kill you? Now you know I’m worse than them. I’d succeeded where they failed.”
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      I followed the Pernoud lead this morning, but it took me nowhere. Hugues Pernoud’s son told me that Adele Gotteland had never been to his house to return an antique key. What’s more, while he knew and approved of his dad’s bequest of his entire antique book collection to Vosier’s public library, it was the first time he’d heard about Queen Charlotte’s key.

      The Pernouds were friendly, open, and genuine throughout my visit. I have no reason to believe they were lying. And that is why I am now driving to Charlie’s place in the Novel neighborhood of Annecy.

      I pass Novel and continue to the Carrefour shopping mall, where I park the car in the garage. After visiting a few busy shops, I sneak out a side exit and walk into Novel. I’ve never been to this part of the city before. Although not as picturesque as the old town, its blend of modernity and history, set against the stunning backdrop of the Alps, isn’t without charm.

      I check the reflections in the shop windows I pass by, scanning for any unusual movement and for suspicious, unfamiliar individuals. Familiar faces are another thing I look out for—anyone I may have seen in the bar or the lobby of my hotel. My expression is casual, and my gaze blasé. I don’t want to reveal that I’m surveying my surroundings. Satisfied that I’m not being followed, I continue to the address Charlie gave me.

      A mix of contemporary apartment buildings and traditional houses line the streets of Novel. This is no concrete jungle. The vibrant greenery, from neatly trimmed hedges to the old trees, adds a touch of nature to the urban landscape, making it livable and pleasing to the eye.

      I hope that Arthur Rosace, whom I did end up hiring albeit not to look for the key, has more luck with his investigation than I have so far!

      When I arrive at Charlie’s apartment building, it’s six sharp as agreed. The sleek lines and reflective glass windows of her modern high-rise give the building a cold, contemporary feel. I look around unobtrusively while pressing the buzzer for her apartment. All clear.

      “Hello?” her voice crackles through the intercom.

      “Hi, it’s Darrel.”

      The door unlocks with a soft click. I step inside and make my way through the pristine lobby to the elevator, which swiftly carries me to her floor.

      I knock gently on her door, and it opens almost immediately.

      “Darrel, welcome!” Charlie greets me with a warm smile. “Please, come in.”

      I thank her for inviting me over and enter her home. The first thing that strikes me is how light and uncluttered the small space is. I don’t know Charlie that well yet, but from what I’ve seen of her, I would’ve been surprised to find a stuffy, cramped apartment.

      “Follow me,” she says, leading me to the living room.

      I notice the tasteful decor and catch the subtle scent of old books.

      Charlie gestures toward a plush gray sofa. “Please, have a seat.”

      I sink into the cushions as she settles into an armchair across from me. The coffee table between us displays a gorgeous arrangement of fresh flowers and a tray loaded with drinks and treats.

      Antique books stand proudly on the shelves lining the walls. Their leather bindings and gold-embossed titles speak of the history they hold, but also of the passion Charlie has for her work. As for her choices of colors, artwork, and small decorative items, I find them impeccable.

      This woman isn’t only pretty and smart, but she also knows how to make a home. Can a man dream of a better wife?

      “Coffee or tea?” She points at the tray on the coffee table. “Chocolate chip cookies? I baked them this afternoon.”

      No, really, fate has been kinder to me than I deserve.

      I ask for a cup of tea and a cookie.

      She pours the tea with the elegance of a Japanese geisha. “Any luck at the Pernouds?”

      I recap my unsuccessful visit.

      “Damn,” she says. “OK, let’s think. Where would Mom have taken Queen Charlotte’s key?”

      Since I have no clue, I answer her question with a question, “What ‘home’ could she have had in mind, if not Hugues Pernoud’s? A place associated with Queen Charlotte herself?”

      “But of course!” Charlie beams. “The original owner!”

      “Wasn’t Charlotte’s mother, Anne of Cyprus, the original owner? You told me that Charlotte had gotten the keys from her mother.”

      “That’s what the manuscript claims.” She rubs her neck. “Mind you, I read it years ago.”

      “You still have the copy your mom made, right?”

      Please say yes! I’d rather not go to Vosier-en-Haut if I can help it.

      “I do,” Charlie confirms. “We can read it together. I can also make a copy for you, too.”

      “That would be amazing!” I bite into my cookie which tastes as good as it smells. “If Anne of Cyprus was the first recorded owner, do you think I should focus my search on her locations, wherever they may be?”

      “I don’t know about Cyprus, but after Anne married the Duke of Savoy, she lived in Chambéry,” Charlie says.

      Just a forty-minute drive from here!

      Suddenly, I remember something. “There’s the Castle of the Dukes of Savoy in Chambéry. It is publicly owned these days, I believe.”

      “It’s the seat of the departmental prefecture,” she confirms. “It also happens to be the castle where Anne’s daughter Charlotte was born and raised, before she married King Louis XI.”

      “That makes the Castle of the Dukes of Savoy a home associated with both Anne and Charlotte!”

      “Yes, it does,” Charlie concurs with a grin.

      I try to curb my enthusiasm. “I should start with the residences linked to Anne’s own childhood, don’t you think? Like, the place where she was born.”

      Puckering up her mouth, Charlie shakes her head. “I don’t think so. Mom was obsessed with Queen Charlotte. She called the key ‘Queen Charlotte’s key,’ not ‘Anne of Cyprus’s key.’ If I were you, I’d start with the Castle of the Dukes of Savoy.”

      I mull over her argument for a few seconds. “It follows.”

      “Let me scan and email you the manuscript.” She goes to the adjacent room and returns with a spiral-bound book in A4 paper size, no more than a centimeter thick.

      “Do you mind if I scan it myself, directly to my phone?” I ask her.

      Her eyes crinkle up. “You don’t trust the email to deliver it to you?”

      “It’s just faster,” I lie.

      I can’t give her a truthful answer as it would require that I tell her about Kurt. Given his means and determination, I don’t trust any email service to protect a message sent to me from his prying eyes.

      “Of course.” Charlie sets the copied book in front of me.

      I scan page after page, realizing what a pain it’s going to be to read it. The text is handwritten. Besides, it’s composed in old French, what with it being a copy of an older book. If I get it to Mount Evor, I’m sure a trained medievalist can translate it into modern French and type it up for me. But that would mean an additional pair of eyes, and an increased risk of a leak.

      I guess I’ll have to decipher it myself.

      After I’ve scanned the last page, I return the book to Charlie. “Thank you so much for your help!”

      “It’s the least I can do, after what you did for me,” she replies.

      I rise to my feet.

      Charlie, too, stands up. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

      I hesitate, glancing at my watch. Aside from researching the places connected with Queen Charlotte of France and her mother Anne of Cyprus, I have no plans for tonight. That research can wait until tomorrow. Objectively, there is nothing stopping me from staying for dinner, and beyond. Charlie and I are destined to be with each other, aren’t we?

      I should stay.

      “As much as I’d love to, I should get back to my hotel,” I say with an apologetic smile.

      “I understand.”

      She seems pleased. Relieved, even.

      That can’t be, can it? I was under the impression she liked me. Besides, why would she suggest that I stay for dinner if she doesn’t want me to? Was her relief intentional to conceal her disappointment?

      Charlie walks me to the door, and we say our goodbyes.

      In the fading light of the day, I head back to the parking garage where I left the car. When I get there, it’s almost empty. No surprise, given that the nearby mall and the shops around have closed for the day. I descend the stairs in the light of the fluorescent lamps, my footsteps echoing through the stairwell.

      As I’m unlocking my car, I glance in the side view mirror. My trained eye catches something. It’s a human figure lurking among the stark shadows on the concrete walls. I look closer. The figure appears to be a man in his twenties or thirties. His silhouette looks strangely familiar. I’ve seen him before… at my hotel!

      If he’s tailing me, he must’ve followed me here from the hotel without drawing my attention. When I parked the car and went into the mall, he must’ve lost my trail. I’m positive I wasn’t followed when I walked to Charlie’s. He’s been here, waiting for me to return.

      I climb into the car and pretend to check something on my phone until the only other person in the garage besides the lurker and me drives out.

      What’s my best course of action now? Kurt’s man no doubt already knows I’m staying at the l’Impérial Palace. I can pretend I haven’t outed him, or I can lay my cards on the table and confront him. Locating the CCTV cameras on the walls, I gauge their angles. If I do this right, none of the cameras will get a clear view of our interaction.

      Adrenaline surging, I stride toward the guy.

      “Hey,” I call out. “Haven’t I seen you at the hotel?”

      He weighs his options before responding, “Maybe. I stay in a lot of hotels.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to be following me, would you?” I circle around him, cutting off his path to the exit.

      He scoffs. “Why would I be following you? I don’t even know you.”

      “Cut the crap.” I lower my voice to a growl. “Who sent you?”

      As I close the distance between us, he lunges at me, his fist aimed at my face. Dodging his attack, I grab his arm and twist it behind his back. He grunts in pain.

      That’s tough, because I won’t let up. I need answers.

      “Who are you working for?” I demand, tightening my grip.

      He tries to free himself from my hold. “You’re making a mistake! I don’t work for anyone.”

      I slam him against the wall. The sound of his body hitting it reverberates through the silent garage.

      “You don’t want to talk?” I press, my anger rising. “Fine. We’ll do this the hard way.”

      He tries to elbow me in the ribs, but I’m ready for it. I deflect his blow as my fist connects with his jaw. He staggers back, momentarily stunned.

      I kick his legs out from under him. As soon as he’s prone on the ground, I straddle him and pin his arms down with my knees.

      “Now you’re going to tell me who sent you,” I hiss, my face inches from his, “or I’ll make sure you never follow anyone again.”

      “You won’t dare!” he chokes out.

      “Why? Because you believe I’m too nice for that? Or because of who your boss is?”

      “Both.”

      Ah. One of Kurt’s minions.

      “I really am going to hurt you,” I growl.

      I grab his arm and twist until he whimpers in pain.

      “Since you’re tailing me,” I say, “then you were briefed, and you know I had both my arms and legs broken not so long ago because of your boss’s actions. I’d love to do the same to one of his men! It’ll be a little postcard, an inside joke between Mr. Ozzi and me.”

      The man’s eyes widen with fear. “I’m just doing my job,” he stammers. “I have nothing against you personally!”

      Hook, line, and sinker! “Are you alone?”

      “Yes. I swear!”

      I believe him as it happens. According to MESS, Kurt still thinks that Princess Eugénie is the current key seeker. It follows he would send only one man to tail me just in case. Clearly, not one of his best men.

      “Why is Kurt having me followed?” I ask. “My boss found the key while I was out of commission. It’s done. Why keep an eye on me?”

      “Because you’re one of the Valois-Montevor royals’ most trusted people,” he replies. “And you’re here in Annecy on your own, pursuing an unknown goal.”

      “I’ll tell you what goal I’m pursuing,” I say. “My physical recovery is complete now. My current focus is on the mental issues caused by spending a month in captivity.”

      “Is that why you met with a young woman we identified as Stella Jezequel from Vosier-en-Haut at your hotel?”

      Shit! I should’ve been more vigilant that night. I should’ve been looking less at Stella, and more around me. On the plus side, he didn’t ask about Charlie. I’ve been extra careful about everything linked to my mission.

      “I met with Stella Jezequel because she saved my life,” I say. “I owe her, and I’m trying to be of help to her. You can tell that to your boss.”

      It is a little-known fact, but a truth can be more effective in throwing people off one’s scent than the most elaborate web of lies.

      “Can I go now?” Kurt’s man grunts. “I’ve told you everything.”

      I release my hold on him. There’s no point threatening him to never come back. With his cover blown, I doubt I’ll ever see him again.

      He scrambles to his feet, rubbing at his sore arms, and scurries to his car without a backward glance.
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      That night in my hotel room, I did a lot of research and a lot of thinking.

      I researched all the places Adele Gotteland may have called Queen Charlotte’s “home” and I narrowed my list down to three. The first one is the Castle of the Dukes of Savoy in Chambéry, where Charlotte was born and spent her childhood. The second is the Château d’Amboise on the Loire where she settled as a married woman and queen. Away from the court and its intrigues, she lived a reclusive, bookish life there. A contented life. Her third and final home on my shortlist is the Notre-Dame de Clery Basilica in Clery-Saint-André. It’s where she was buried, next to her husband King Louis XI.

      Figuring out those homes was the fun part of my night.

      The less fun segment was analyzing the unfortunate implications of the parking garage incident. The man I’d roughed up won’t be coming back, I’m sure of it. But someone else will no doubt take his place. Kurt Ozzi considers me an important enough piece on the chessboard. He won’t let me be after I busted the first agent who tailed me.

      That realization led me to a painful but necessary decision in terms of the hunt for the fifth key. Now, the best thing I can do for the success of the operation is to step aside and let someone else—someone who’s presently not on Kurt’s radar—follow the leads related to Queen Charlotte.

      In the morning, I got into my car and drove for three and a half hours to Mount Evor. Once on my home turf, I continued straight to Pombrio and the royal palace. A secret meeting was convened involving Princes Theodor and Max, Reigning Prince Richard, Princess Felicia, the PM, our new foreign minister Louis de Valois, and our chief spook Adam Von Dietz. I reported on my progress and on my encounter in the garage. I recommended that separate teams be sent to each of the locations identified with Queen Charlotte, while I remain in Annecy, conducting personal business unrelated to the mission.

      My proposal was green-lighted.

      The next day, three specialized teams were dispatched to the three locations. Analysts at MESS worked on establishing if someone had donated an antique key to any of the locations six years ago. No one had.

      The next working hypothesis was that, rather than making a formal donation, Adele stashed the key away somewhere on the grounds where it would rest undisturbed. Being a regular person with regular means, she obviously couldn’t have hidden the key in the spaces closed off inside those edifices. Certainly not in the prefecture that occupies part of the castle in Chambéry! That reduced our agents’ search perimeter and made their jobs easier and safer. It’s one thing to break into a museum or a cathedral, but quite another to force your way into the offices of the departmental prefect.

      Our agents went in under the cover of darkness and combed through the accessible spaces in each location methodically, making sure they didn’t miss a thing.

      In addition to a good old visual inspection, they employed some cool tech that can scan walls and floors in search of hidden compartments or objects buried deep down. They failed the first night and went back in the following night. When after a thorough search spanning three nights produced nothing, it was safe to conclude that the key wasn’t in any of those three locations.

      We needed a new lead.

      And that brings me to the Healing Touch Wellness Center of Annecy, where I’m currently pacing the secret room in the back and killing time.

      The owner of the center is a former MESS agent. He settled in Annecy and reinvented himself as a wellness guru after hanging up his hat. But despite his retirement and expatriation, he’s still happy to render a service to the old country when he can be of use.

      This hidden room, for example, is one of the ways in which he does it.

      I came here early this morning for some physiotherapy. Given my recent injuries, my visit should be as unsuspicious as it gets. I don’t think I was followed, but just in case, Samson, a MESS agent of similar build and height walked out of the Wellness Center an hour after I’d come in, wearing the same clothes and cap as me. He got into my car and drove to the hotel, while I retreated into this room where I’m pacing now.

      My phone alerts me that I have new mail. I sit down at the table and open it. It’s a message from Arthur, the PI, reporting from Vosier-en-Haut. The subject of his email is “You were right to smell a rat.”

      Yesss!

      I begin to read his report, but then the door opens, and Charlie steps inside. I stand up to greet her.

      She looks around the room with a mixture of curiosity and amusement. “Why the secrecy?”

      “Because I’m not the only one looking for Queen Charlotte’s key,” I say. “Please, have a seat.”

      I’ve now been authorized to share some redacted information with Charlie. I tell her about the race between a prominent Monegasque family and a Swiss billionaire named Kurt Ozzi to get to the key first. When she asks if it’s a game between them, I inform her that it isn’t. Both sides need it to achieve a very real, consequential goal.

      She cocks her head. “Whose side are you on?”

      “I work for the Monegasque family.”

      “What happens if the Swiss guy, Ozzi, beats you to that key?”

      “The family stands to lose everything.” I pause before adding. “I, too, might lose a lot.”

      She sits back, digesting that information. “How can a key have such far-reaching consequences? It may have a rich history, but it’s just a key.”

      While I’m choosing my words, an idea thins her eyes.

      “What does it open?” she asks me.

      Clever girl! “Together with eight other keys it opens a small vault, which contains a legal document that could save the family I work for,” I say. “If Kurt Ozzi can keep them from retrieving it by January 1, he wins.”

      “Can’t they just blow up the door?”

      I shake my head. “The vault is too small. The blast may destroy or irreparably damage the documents inside. The family won’t risk it unless it’s December 31, they don’t have the nine keys, and there’s nothing left to lose.”

      “Nine keys?” Her eyes widen. “Just like in Hugues Pernoud’s manuscript! It’s the only biography of Queen Charlotte that talks about a set of nine keys that she inherited from her mother and gave to her niece!”

      “That’s the part that doesn’t add up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We know that our keys were made for our vault, probably in the seventeenth or eighteenth century.” I pull an iPad from my jacket’s inner pocket and set it on the table. “It’s unclear how the keys could’ve belonged to Queen Charlotte and to Anne of Cyprus before her in the fifteenth century.”

      Charlie opens her tote bag and takes out her printed copy of the manuscript. “So, you’re saying that what Monsieur Pernoud and my mother believed to be Queen Charlotte’s key is, in fact, one of your employers’ keys, made after Queen Charlotte’s death?”

      “Yes.” I open the scanned manuscript on my tablet.

      She places a notepad and a pencil next to her printed copy. “What do you want me to focus on while we read through it?”

      “Places,” I say. “The Castle of the Dukes of Savoy wasn’t the home your mother was referring to. Nor were the other places explicitly associated with Queen Charlotte. We need to figure out if this manuscript holds another clue.”

      “Got it!”

      We begin to read, Charlie on paper and me on the iPad. It’s an arduous job. We make notes as we read, but that isn’t what slows us down most. The handwriting is too curliewurly. The language isn’t easy, either—full of old words and turns of phrase that makes us stop and look them up.

      When we’re done, it’s almost seven o’clock in the evening. We stretch our legs by walking around the room. Then we sit down again to compare notes.

      I glance at my first annotation. “Did you know that Queen Charlotte of France was a Lusignan on her mother’s side?”

      “A prominent Crusader family,” Charlie says.

      “More than that!” I open the Internet page I’d bookmarked and read, “The House of Lusignan was a royal house originating from a place of the same name in the region of Poitou. The branch that remained in France became the counts of La Marche and Angoulême. Other branches ended up ruling the Crusader Kingdoms of Jerusalem, Cyprus, and Armenia.”

      She checks her own notes. “I bookmarked a passage where the author talks about a guy named Raymondin. This enterprising young man was the one who founded the House of Lusignan, together with his extraordinary wife, fairy-slash-mermaid Mélusine.”

      “I bookmarked that, too!”

      We each open the passage. She reads it aloud:

      
        
        The beautiful water nymph Mélusine married Raymondin on the condition he’d never seek her out Saturdays when she bathed. For years, he kept his promise. Mélusine bore him many sons and one daughter. Raymondin became the first Lusignan lord.

        Together with his wife, he built the Château de Lusignan, and named its tallest tower after Mélusine.

      

        

      
        She moved her bathing chamber into that tower. It had a special lock that required nine keys to open it.

      

        

      
        Mélusine always kept the keys on her, and had the door locked when she bathed. One Saturday, goaded by his brother, Raymondin broke the promise he’d made to Mélusine. He climbed the wall of the tower and spied on his wife through the window. He saw her splashing in a bathtub in mermaid form.

      

        

      
        That night, he confronted her. She wept at his betrayal. Unable to forgive him, she left her enchanted keys to her daughter, turned into a dragon, and flew away.

      

        

      
        Raymondin regretted his transgression bitterly, but it was too late. Mélusine never returned to him. She would be spotted flying over the castle at night when one of her children was sick or dying.

      

        

      
        Her nine enchanted keys were handed down in the family, all together as a full set, usually from mother to daughter.

      

      

      Charlie and I look at each other, excited like kids. I feel we’re onto something.

      “I’d heard the legend of Mélusine before,” Charlie says. “But this version is different.”

      I plunge both hands into my hair and rub my scalp. “Let’s see… Since Charlotte of Savoy, aka Queen Charlotte of France, was a Lusignan and Mélusine was the wife of the first Lusignan lord, then—”

      “That makes Charlotte a descendant of the fairy Mélusine!”

      We exchange another gleeful look.

      “What if…” Charlie begins. “What if Mom wasn’t thinking of Charlotte of Savoy or of her mother Anne of Cyprus, or of any other Lusignan between Charlotte and Mélusine, but of Mélusine herself?”

      I nod. “The fairy was the original owner of the keys. Which places the home of the key that Hugues Pernoud gave your mom—”

      “In the Mélusine tower of the Château de Lusignan!”

      “Precisely!”

      Charlie springs to her feet and claps her hands, ecstatic. “Yes, that must be it, I’m sure! That’s where we should go.”

      “If the tower still stands.” I run an Internet search as I speak.

      Charlie zeroes in on my screen. “It looks like the château is in ruins now.”

      “Attacked in 1574,” I read, skimming the details. “Dismantled in 1586… All that remains today is part of the keep, some of the wall and the base of the Mélusine Tower.”

      “That’s where we’ll go!”

      “We?”

      She joins her hands in entreaty. “Pretty please! I’m too invested in this quest now. I want to be there if you find the key.”

      I hesitate.

      She stands with arms akimbo. “Haven’t I been helpful?”

      “Extremely.”

      “So?”

      I quickly weigh the pros and cons. The main pro is that Charlie is the Key to the Fifth Key. She’s crucial to the success of my mission. By virtue of that fact alone, it doesn’t feel right to deny her the big reveal. Not to mention that she might still have a role to play in case the key isn’t anywhere in or around those ruins.

      Oh, and she’s my fated mate! I almost forgot that part. Shame on me!

      In my defense, the sparks flying between us are so scarce and tepid, I’d need hypersensitive equipment to detect them.

      Guilt gnawing at me, I nod at Charlie. “You’ll have to take the rest of the week off. We’ll cover all the expenses. And we’ll get you a burner phone before you set out to Lusignan.”

      “Yay, a paid vacation! Being a small business owner, I’ve never had one.”

      I pull up a map and spend a moment planning her itinerary. “You’ll travel to Bourges tomorrow. You’ll stay there for two days and do lots of sightseeing. From there, you’ll go to Poitiers, which takes you within an hour by train or car from Lusignan. You’ll visit the museums and cathedrals in Poitiers for another two days.”

      “Hang on!” She jots down my directions.

      “You’ll pay cash everywhere. On Friday morning, you’ll go to the railway station in Poitiers, buy a train ticket and travel to Lusignan. I’ll join you there.”

      She raises her hand, palm toward me. “High five, partner!”

      I high-five her, grinning.

      We get on famously, Charlie and me! There’s a rapport, a connection between us, and a very fulfilling one at that. The only problem is that our relationship feels less like the romance between Top Gun’s Charlie and Maverick than the bromance between Goose and Maverick.

      But she’s my destiny, so it’s bound to change.
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      My fingers are fidgeting in my lap as I shoot Darrel an anxious glance. Dr. Biel’s waiting room is spacious and bathed in warm, natural light from the large windows that overlook a garden. Abstract art posters liven its pale blue walls. The soft murmur of the tabletop fountain and some subtle scent wafting through the air reinforce the pleasantness of the atmosphere. But I’m freaking out, nonetheless.

      Darrel leans toward me, whispering, “It’s going to be okay, Stella.”

      “Oh, I don’t know…”

      “Remember, Dr. Biel is one of the best in the field. She’ll help you make sense of everything that’s been happening.”

      I nod, trying to force a small smile.

      The door to the psychiatrist’s office opens. An elegant woman in her fifties calls the man who was already there when we arrived. Her voice and her manners are gentle. That’s a good thing.

      Darrel looks around the now-empty waiting room. “Did you read the report I emailed you?”

      “Yes, both parts.”

      “And?”

      I take a deep breath. “Well, I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Yes, you are. And your trust humbles me.” He smiles softly.

      His words and his smile help a little, as does the warmth coming off his big, strong body. I wish he’d touch me! That’s what I need now—his touch. If only he’d take my hand or wrap an arm around me and pull me into his embrace!

      I shift in my seat. “Your detective is very thorough. I don’t doubt him. It’s just…”

      “What?”

      “The idea that my parents would go that far manipulating me, that they’d implant false memories…” I twist and untwist the strap of my handbag. “Is that even possible?”

      “Science says it is.”

      “Yes, I saw all the references in your detective’s report.” My gaze wanders around the room as I try to pinpoint what bothers me so much. “I can’t wrap my mind around the idea that my memories are fake, that the things I remember in detail never actually happened.”

      He takes my hand. Finally! It’s crazy how much relief that simple gesture brings me.

      “Your baptism in the church at Vosier-en-Haut never actually happened,” he says. “That’s a fact.”

      “Why would Mom and Dad fabricate that memory for me?”

      “I’m sure they had their reasons.” He shrugs. “Maybe, it was to dispel a doubt caused by one of their rituals you witnessed as a child. Or simply to test your mother’s skills before she graduated to planting the ‘Big Lie.’ ”

      The Big Lie.

      Darrel and his detective have this wild hypothesis that my memory of the hiking trip when I killed a man is false. That most of the details that I remember are from other hiking trips, and the part where I’m hurling a stone at him simply never happened.

      My gaze shifts to the magazines stacked neatly on the coffee table. “My mother is a dentist, Darrel. How can she have those kinds of skills?”

      “You saw what she did to me in those videos. She may lack professional training, but she’s exceptionally good at hypnosis.”

      “They gave you an injection first.”

      “What makes you think she hadn’t given you a psychotropic drug in your food or drink before hypnotizing you?”

      I refuse to answer.

      He strokes my hand. “It must be extremely hard to allow the possibility that your parents messed with your mind. I get it, Stella. I do.”

      Suddenly, I know why I struggle so much with this. “The thing that I find impossible to believe isn’t the ‘messing’ as such, but the specific purposes of that messing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “With you, they tried to extract some esoteric knowledge. With me, if your theory is right, they manipulated my mind to make me think I’m mentally ill. What kind of parent would do that to their child? Why would my parents do that to me?”

      He starts to answer but then shuts up.

      I glare at him. “What? Say it. I can handle it.”

      “No. Not yet.”

      The door to Dr. Biel’s office opens again, and this time it’s my turn.

      Darrel and I stand up. He lets go of my hand.

      “It’s going to be OK,” he says again. “I’ll be waiting here.”

      I go in. Dr. Biel motions me to sit in the comfortable armchair across from her.

      “May I call you Stella?” she begins in a soft voice.

      “Yes.” My vocal cords betray me, so I repeat it. “Yes.”

      “Today, Stella, we’re not going to investigate whether or not you have DID, or any other mental illness. That’s for another time.”

      Thank God! Now that I have a tiny sliver of hope that I’m not crazy, I want to enjoy it for a little bit. I’m not ready to have it crushed just yet.

      “Instead,” she carries on, “we’ll try to bypass a potentially false, implanted memory from six years ago, and access the real one that might’ve been suppressed. Does that sound all right to you?”

      I nod hesitantly, trying to steady my breathing. What she suggests sounds terrifying. But it needs to be done.

      She smiles. “I want you to know that everything we discuss in this room is strictly confidential. The trust between a patient and her therapist is paramount. I’m bound by professional ethics and the law to protect your privacy.”

      “Great,” I say.

      “Nothing you say to me will be shared with anyone else without your explicit consent.”

      “Understood.”

      “All right, then,” she says, her tone reassuring. “I want you to take a deep breath and focus on my voice. I’ll begin by guiding you into a hypnotic state.”

      I close my eyes, focusing on the sound of her voice and my own breath, as my body slowly relaxes. Dr. Biel continues talking. Her words lead me deeper and deeper into a state of calm.

      “Now, Stella, I want you to think back to that tragic event six years ago,” she prompts. “Let your mind wander and don’t force any memories to come forward. Just let them appear on their own.”

      Immediately, the memory of my cursed hiking trip comes into the foreground. I begin recounting it.

      Dr. Biel interrupts me. “Take a deep breath in… As you exhale, allow your body, all your muscles to become more relaxed.”

      I let her guide me to where she wants me.

      “As you continue to relax,” she says, “imagine the memory of the hike as a cloud that starts to drift away, becoming more distant and less significant.”

      I do that.

      “Now,” she picks up, “focus on a closed door at the end of a corridor. Behind that door lies the true memory that has been hidden from your conscious mind. When you’re ready, open the door and see what’s behind.”

      In my mind, I rush to the door and open it. A fuzzy image begins to take shape. It’s like watching a movie through a foggy lens. I can make out the figures, but their faces are unclear. And I’m not sure what they’re doing.

      “Everything is too hazy,” I complain.

      “Are you experiencing any emotions?” Dr. Biel asks. “Can you describe them?”

      “Fear and disbelief. Confusion. Great confusion.”

      “Don’t be afraid, Stella. Push through.”

      I swallow hard and concentrate. Slowly, the fog of confusion melts away.

      “Can you describe what you see?” Dr. Biel asks.

      “I wake up and go to the window. I see two figures in our front yard. It’s too dark to make out their faces. But I know who they are from the way they move, from the shape of their bodies.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Mom and Dad.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “It’s too blurry… I’m not sure.”

      Dr. Biel’s voice remains calm and steady as she suggests, “Try to focus on the sounds and the sensations around you. What do you hear?”

      As I strain to listen, the sounds become more distinct. “Shoes scuffing the patio, my parents’ voices… Dad barks at Mom to lift the other end. They’re dragging something to Dad’s SUV something heavy and wrapped in a carpet.”

      As I confine the images in my mind’s eye into words, the enormity of what I’m seeing hits me so hard I can barely breathe.

      “Keep going, Stella,” Dr. Biel says. “Try to remember what happens next.”

      “I run out to the porch in my flimsy pajamas. It’s cold even though it’s summer. My feet are cold, too. And uncomfortable. I’m barefoot!”

      “What do you do, standing on the porch cold and uncomfortable?” she asks.

      “I call to my parents.”

      “Can you remember what you’re saying to them?”

      There’s a sense of frustration as I struggle to piece together the fragments of the memory. “What the fuck?”

      “Is that what you’re saying to them?”

      I nod. “I feel I can dispense with watching my language, given the circumstances, so I’m shouting, ‘What the fuck is going on?’ ”

      “What happens next?”

      My mind races, searching for answers, but everything is obscured from then on.

      “I can’t remember,” I admit, tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. “It’s like there’s a wall in my mind, blocking the rest out.”

      “It’s all right, Stella,” she reassures me. “It’s normal for suppressed memories to be difficult to access. We’ll continue working on this together. For now, let’s bring you back to the present moment. Would you like that?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m going to count from one to five. With each number, you’ll feel more alert and awake,” she says. “And when you return to full awareness, you’ll bring the memory you retrieved with you. OK?”

      “OK.”

      “One,” she launches the slow count. “Two. Three. Four. Five.”

      My eyes flutter open. I blink a few times, adjusting to the light in the room, and to the earth-shattering things I’ve remembered.

      Dr. Biel touches my arm. “How are you feeling?”

      Like I was hit by a truck.

      Like the whole freaky Truman Show of my life just imploded.

      Like, from now on, I’m all alone in the world.

      “Unsettled,” I finally say.

      “That’s completely normal! Give yourself some time to process everything. We’ll continue to explore your memories in our next session. How does next Thursday sound? Same time?”

      “Yes. OK.”

      She makes a note on her computer and escorts me back to the waiting room.

      Darrel is still there, reading something on his phone.

      He jumps up from his seat. “Are you okay?”

      I skew a feeble smile.

      Dr. Biel tells him it was a taxing experience for me, and we’ll continue next week. Darrel writes her a check. I don’t know what they’d discussed before he brought me here, and what she makes of our relationship, but she seems to think I trust him.

      I do. Unconditionally.

      Even though I’m crashing with Gaby, all I’ve told her is that I broke up with my fiancé and had a major falling out with my parents, letting her assume that the former had triggered the latter. She was kind enough not to press me for more. It would’ve been impossible for me to tell her the whole story.

      Dr. Biel ushers the next patient in, waves us goodbye and disappears behind her door.

      Suddenly, the tears I’d been holding well up in my eyes and spill over. The next second, Darrel is by my side, and then I’m in his embrace. His strong arms wrap tightly around me, offering infinite comfort. I bury my face in his chest. There are so many emotions bubbling up and brimming over that my entire body shakes.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” Darrel whispers, holding me close. “I’ll drive you to your friend’s place. We’ll talk on the way.”

      “I’m not ready,” I manage through my sobs.

      “Then we’ll talk later, when you’re ready, and if you want to talk about it.”

      I nod against his chest, grateful for his understanding. Together, we leave the waiting room, with me leaning on him. I feel like a deflated balloon. There is nothing left inside—no physical or mental energy, no emotions, no thoughts.

      Just immense fatigue.
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      I’ve been wandering along the tree-lined Promenade du Thiou for about an hour now. It’s an unassuming riverfront walk along the even less showy brook called Le Thiou that zigzags across this part of the city center, running from Lake Annecy into the river Le Fier. It’s almost seven in the evening. Philippe, whose office is nearby, will meet me in thirty minutes. He’s stuck in a meeting and can’t leave earlier.

      The air is filled with the sweet scents of spring. A gentle breeze brushes against my face, carrying the peaceful sound of the brook from just a few meters away.

      I pause to watch a family of ducks gliding on the water. Their serene, happy-go-lucky presence is enough to calm my racing thoughts. Almost. But the knot of unease in the pit of my stomach is too tangled, too hard. Even a brood of adorable ducklings can’t soften it.

      The suppressed memory that I recovered yesterday in Dr. Biel’s office has such far-reaching implications that I’ve been unable to focus on anything else all day today. Last night, I couldn’t focus on anything at all. I collapsed on my bed and slept from the moment Darrel left me off in front of Gaby’s until dawn.

      When I woke up, my mind was abuzz, and the world around me was no longer the same. In this new world, there was a possibility I hadn’t killed a man on a trail. It was also possible that he’d been killed in our house.

      By whom? Me? Someone else? Why would my parents cover up for someone else? Had they been covering up for themselves? Had they killed that man?

      I tried to access the missing person’s register online. Unlike the UK, France doesn’t make it public unfortunately. Then I spent some time researching memory implanting, suppression, and recovery. Then it occurred to me, what if my memory of the hike wasn’t false, after all?

      What if I did kill that man, and then my parents brought the body to our house before transporting it to another location? What if the night I saw them carrying what looked like a dead body to the car, my DID had kicked in again, and I’d forgotten all about the murder I’d committed? That would explain my shock and incomprehension.

      This version of events, though far-fetched, reconciles both memories. I’m still the killer. And my parents aren’t psychopaths who planted a fake memory into their child’s mind to make her think she’s a nutcase and a murderer.

      I glance at my watch.

      It’s time for Philippe to arrive at our meeting place. As much as I’d like to stay in this picturesque setting and avoid the conversation ahead, I need to talk to him before I confront my parents. With determination in my step, I head to the crossing of Avenue de Chambéry and Avenue du Rhône.

      When I get there less than five minutes later, Philippe has already arrived. He hurries toward me, his expression nervous.

      “I appreciate your agreeing to meet after our last conversation,” I say.

      He nods, his face taut.

      We remain silent as time seems to stretch out painfully. I had prepared a little introductory speech, but I find myself at a loss for words. Philippe seems just as hesitant, his gaze fixed on the ground.

      Finally, he breaks the stalemate. “You know, I still care about you. I want us to remain friends.”

      “Me, too,” I say.

      Another awkward silence settles between us.

      I decide that I’m not going to bother with introductory speeches, smooth transitions, or anything like that. I’m just going to tell him about my visit to Dr. Biel, and the things I was able to recall under her guidance.

      As I speak, Philippe listens without interrupting me.

      “Will you go back to the doctor?” he asks.

      “Yes. And I hope I’ll remember more.”

      His eyes reflect an inner turmoil he tries to conceal behind a bright smile. “I hope you’ll feel better.”

      “You can do more than hope.”

      He startles.

      I set an unblinking gaze on him. “You can help me piece together the fragments of that story.”

      His eyes dart to his office building, as if he considered bolting to seek refuge within its walls.

      “Do you know who that man was?” I ask him. “Who killed him, me or my parents?”

      He says nothing.

      I take a small step toward him. “How much do you know, Philippe? I’m sure I’ll remember everything eventually. You have the power to make it happen sooner. Grab your chance, talk to me!”

      “I don’t know who he was,” he says. “Our parents were performing a ritual with him, and something went wrong.”

      “What? What went wrong?”

      He spreads his arms. “I just know that he died during that ritual.”

      “Was I there? Was I a part of it?”

      “No.”

      I wasn’t there. I didn’t kill him!

      My head swimming, I step closer to the wall of the building behind me, lean against it and close my eyes.

      The hiker was an implanted memory. I didn’t kill anyone. I am not a murderer.

      Philippe touches my arm. “Stella? Are you OK?”

      Slowly, my mind clears. “Yes,” I say, opening my eyes. “How do you know about that death during a ritual? Did your parents tell you?”

      “I still lived with them at the time, six years ago. When they came home that night, Mom was distraught. I overheard her saying to Dad, ‘What have we done? We’re going to go to prison! What if the police find him?’ And Dad said, ‘They won’t. Yvonne and Jean-Claude took care of it.’ ”

      That’s what I saw when I woke up—Mom and Dad “taking care of it.”

      “Did your parents say anything else?” I ask.

      “Dad told Mom to stop panicking. He reminded her that your folks are the most resourceful people out there. He said, ‘Jean-Claude will get Stella to doubt what she saw, and Yvonne will hypnotize her to forget it.’ ”

      “What else?” I ask, my voice cracking.

      “That’s it—that’s all I know.”

      “How could you keep it from me?” I peer into his eyes. “We were friends. We had each other’s back. How could you let me think I’d murdered a man?”

      He grabs my hand. “For the longest time, I had no idea you thought that! Please, believe me, Stella! My understanding was that your parents had simply erased the incident from your mind.”

      “They did a little more than that.” A lot more.

      A cocktail of toxic emotions, including disappointment, bitterness, and resentment shoots through my veins, but I fight it. I refuse to jump to conclusions. I won’t blame Mom and Dad without proof. I won’t assume the worst about them not until I’m certain about what happened, and what role they played in it.

      “Do you know who killed that man?” I ask Philippe. “My folks or yours? All four?”

      “I don’t—truly! It could’ve been an accident. It’s what I’ve chosen to believe.”

      “I choose to know the truth.”

      He sweeps his hand over his mouth. “Even if it hurts you?”

      “The lies I’ve been told by my parents, by you…” I look upward until I’m calm enough to continue. “Do you have any idea how much that hurts? Do you really think the truth could hurt me more?”

      Slowly, he shakes his head. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to get to the bottom of this.”

      I spin around and stride away from Philippe, not bothering to say goodbye. As I walk, the chaotic jumble of thoughts and emotions settles, and a way forward takes shape in my mind.

      At the bus stop, I pull out my phone and type a message to Darrel:

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you or your detective friend find out who was reported missing in this area 6 years ago in summer? Thank you.
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      I panfried some gnocchi with rosemary and paprika, the way Gaby likes it, and we had a quick dinner. She went out to see a zombie movie in Rumilly with her boyfriend. She’d asked if I wanted to tag along, but I told her I wasn’t in the mood for zombies tonight. They’re no fun to watch when you’re feeling like one.

      After she left, I turned on the TV and channel surfed until I stumbled on an old comedy with Pierre Richard and Gérard Depardieu.

      It’s what I’m watching now.

      Halfway through the movie, a text from Darrel pops up on my phone:

      
        
          
            
              
        My friends did a bit of digging. A Bulgarian grad student and amateur mountaineer named Ivo Georgiev was trekking in the Prealps of Savoie that summer when he disappeared.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        The specialized rescue units of the gendarmerie and the civilian volunteers from Secours en Montagne never found him or his body.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        His parents spend every summer in Haute-Savoie. They search with the help of volunteers, hoping to find his remains and give him a burial.

      

      

      

      

      

      I reread the text several times.

      Ivo Georgiev, grad student and mountaineer from Bulgaria…

      How did he end up in our house, performing a ritual with my parents and the Bauds? What did they do to him? I need to know.

      My phone beeps with another text from Darrel:

      
        
          
            
              
        What are you going to do with that information? I suggest you sleep on it. We can meet up tomorrow at 11 a.m. at the Café des Arts and talk about it. Can you make it? Please don’t do anything rash until then!

      

      

      

      

      

      I put the phone down next to me with a little smile curving up my lips. Seeing Darrel before my second appointment with Dr. Biel next Thursday is great. Seeing him as early as tomorrow morning at his suggestion is the pinnacle of greatness.

      But there is no way I can wait until tomorrow afternoon to ask my parents the questions that are consuming me.

      I pick up my phone and type:

      
        
          
            
              
        You worry too much for a supersecret agent, bodyguard, and knight. See you tomorrow!

      

      

      

      

      

      With that, I shove my phone in my purse, lock up, and head to my parents’ house. I haven’t talked to them since I moved out. We’ve crossed paths a few times, what with me still living in Vosier-en-Haut. They smiled and sent me hopeful looks, but I didn’t engage. I wasn’t ready.

      I am now.

      It’s Mom who opens the door. She wraps her arms around me, holding me close, sniveling, repeating my name, and how happy she is I’m here. My own tears start flowing. I realize how much I’ve missed her.

      Dad comes down and stands off to the side, his face betraying excitement and hesitation.

      I’ve missed him, too.

      God give me strength! I don’t know if I can go through with this.

      Mom leads me to the dining room table.

      Dad pulls out a chair for me.

      “Have you had dinner?” Mom asks. “We just ate, but I have lots of good stuff in the fridge, including your favorite—”

      I sit down. “I’m good, Mom. Gaby and I had dinner.”

      “Is her place big enough?” Dad sits down across from me. “Do you have a room, or do you sleep on the couch?”

      My phone beeps in my purse, but I ignore it. “It’s a very comfy couch.”

      They exchange a look and shake their heads with disapproval.

      “Would you like to move back in?” Mom asks, her voice shaky. “Your lovely room is waiting for you. We missed you so much, sweetie!”

      I train my gaze on her. “I’m not moving back in, Mom. I’m starting a job in Annecy after Easter. I’ll rent something on my own once I’ve saved up for the deposit.”

      Her face falls.

      “This was bound to happen, Yvonne,” Dad says. “She’s twenty-two. She craves independence.”

      That’s unselfish of him.

      He turns to me. “The only issue is, what happens if you have another episode despite your meds?”

      I don’t answer at once, so he adds, “I do hope you’re as rigorous about them as before, now that you’re all independent!”

      OK, I take back the unselfish.

      “I have a new batch of fluoxetine and clonazepam for you,” Mom says to me. “But your father is right. They aren’t foolproof.”

      My phone beeps again, and I ignore it again.

      “It would be extraordinary,” I say, looking from Mom to Dad, “if Vitamin D and organic neutral tablets were foolproof against dissociative identity disorder!”

      They blanch. Mom shoots Dad a panicked look. His eyes become shifty like when he’s thinking fast.

      In my purse, my phone rings. I turn it off. It was Darrel, but I’m not letting anyone, not even him, interrupt this conversation. That would give Dad time to come up with some BS to explain away my fake pills.

      I flatten my hands on the table. “You’ve been gaslighting me for six years. You made me think I was mad. You implanted a false memory in my mind to make me believe I’d killed a man in a fit of madness.”

      Without uttering a word, their faces drain of all color as they listen to me intently.

      “Why?” I ask. “Why would you do that to your child?”

      Tears begin to run down Mom’s cheeks. They usually mellow me. But not today.

      “Here’s a thought,” I say. “You did those things to gain total control of me.”

      Mom shakes her head, sobbing, “No! We’d never! Stella, you don’t understand—”

      “Explain it, then.”

      They exchange more looks between them. More silence.

      I lean forward. “You could answer another question for me. Why did you kill Ivo Georgiev?”

      The shock on their faces at the mention of his name is telling.

      “Who… what…” Dad sputters and then pauses, his face turning red. “Who gave you that name? The criminal you helped escape, Darrel Vlovsky? How can you trust him, Stella? Have you lost your mind?”

      I smirk. “Quite the contrary! I finally found it. I’ve been to a real shrink who helped me remember the night you killed Ivo.”

      We spend a few long moments in silence. Dad and I are engaged in a staring contest. Mom just whimpers.

      I turn to her. “How good are you at hypnosis? Do you think you can reboot me all over again?”

      “I believe I can, if you cooperate…”

      Is she serious? “Maybe I will. But I need to know. I need to understand what happened to Ivo. Was it about your Ever Mage and your talisman like with Darrel? Or was it something unrelated?”

      “It had been a month since the theft of the talisman when we met Ivo on a hiking trail in the Chartreuse Mountains, two hours’ drive from here,” Mom says.

      “Yvonne!” Dad glowers at her.

      She glares back. “If Stella was going to report us to the police, she would’ve done it after she found Darrel. Not only did she not do that, but she asked him to not retaliate against us!”

      He sits back, crossing his arms.

      “It’s time we began to trust her, darling,” Mom says to him, her voice softer now. “She was too young at sixteen to understand, but she can now. She will.”

      He snorts. “You’re dreaming!”

      “Maybe, but I’m willing to take a chance.” She blows her nose before addressing me. “We were desperate to recover the Ever Mage talisman. It had been so good to us! We owed it the purchase of my clinic for a fraction of its value, your dad’s ascent to mayorship, Bertrand’s success in business, Lana’s remission from diabetes… Everything!”

      Dad says, picking up where Mom left off, “That’s when we bumped into Ivo. We hit it off at once. He was just as crazy about hiking and mountains as we are.”

      Mom gives him an encouraging nod.

      “When Ivo removed his windbreaker after a climb, we noticed the Mage’s mark on his arm,” Dad continues. “I asked him how he got that tattoo, hoping for the truth. But he just gave us some yarn.”

      “What yarn?”

      “He told us he loved symbols,” Mom replies. “Apparently, he’d seen that rare design in a book, loved it, and had it tattooed on his forearm.”

      “Why couldn’t that be true?” I ask.

      Dad arches an eyebrow. “What were the chances? Coincidences like that don’t exist, Stella. It was a sign for us.”

      “Either Ivo was knowingly lying,” Mom says, “or he’d been made to forget what he knew, or didn’t know what he knew, and his knowledge had to be retrieved from another plane.”

      The dreamscape!

      Dad picks up, “We invited him over for dinner. I spiked his drink. Yvonne hypnotized him. Lana and Bertrand came over, and we began a ritual to help him remember. But then…”

      He pauses and glances at Mom.

      She turns to me. “His heart stopped. He must’ve had a preexisting condition. We performed CPR, but he didn’t wake up from the trance.”

      “You gave him an overdose.” I give her a hard look.

      Dad protests, “Like your mother said, he must’ve had a heart disease or a rare allergy.”

      “Really?” I narrow my eyes. “You were going to let him live, just like you were going to let Darrel live?”

      Mom nods vigorously. “The plan was to hypnotize him into telling us about the talisman and into forgetting everything about the ritual. After that we were going to send him on his way. His death had been a tragic accident.”

      “Unfortunately, we couldn’t report it to the police,” Dad says.

      Because you’d drugged him, and the autopsy would’ve shown it.

      We spend a good minute in silence.

      “Would you like some tea?” Mom asks.

      I can’t help quipping, “Spiked or plain?”

      She bristles.

      Dad’s mouth twists with censure. “I see that someone has taught you to hate your parents. Was that Gaby or Darrel? Have you been in touch with him?”

      Stay on course, Stella!

      I take a calming breath. “What happened after I saw the pair of you carrying Ivo’s body from the house?”

      No response.

      I shout, “You persuaded me I was a murderer, for Chrissakes! Why?” I look from Dad to Mom. “Why didn’t you stop at conditioning me to forget what I’d seen?”

      “Because hypnosis isn’t easy!” Mom cries out, her eyes glistening once again. “All I wanted to do was to erase your memory of that event. But I messed up. During the session, your subconscious mind rewrote the memory in the way nightmares do. You became convinced you’d met a hiker and killed him.”

      She breaks out in tears.

      Dad pats her hand, his eyes on me. “When you were six or seven, an aggressive alpine crow scared you while we were hiking. You chucked a rock at it to drive it away and killed it. When you realized it was dead, you felt terrible.”

      “I don’t remember that incident,” I say.

      Dad nods. “Your conscious mind had blocked it, but your subconscious mind projected it onto Ivo when your mom hypnotized you.”

      Let’s say that’s what happened. But then… “Why didn’t you try to undo the harm? Why did you let me take that warped memory for the truth?”

      An emotion I’m well familiar with flashes on my mother’s face. Guilt. And then, I know why.

      “You realized it was convenient!” I exclaim.

      The remorse in Mom’s eyes deepens, confirming my hunch.

      “For six years,” I say, my voice cracking, “I lived with guilt and shame. I thought you were protecting me because you loved me!”

      “We do!” my parents cry out in chorus.

      “We love you more than anything in the world,” Dad says reproachfully.

      I feel my mouth twisting. “Yet you invented a mental disorder for me, pulled me out of school, kept me scared and isolated from the outside world…”

      He doesn’t deny any of it.

      “It wasn’t as calculated as it sounds,” Mom mutters.

      “Maybe,” I say.

      The wildest part is that despite everything that happened, I believe them when they say they love me. It’s a twisted, destructive love, but it’s real. I can feel it hanging heavy in the room, weighing me down.

      “What about Darrel?” I ask, reminding myself that I still have unanswered questions. “You found him half-dead in a crevice, but instead of calling an ambulance, you brought him here. Why?”

      Silence.

      “Was it one of his tattoos? The one with two hands cupping a gem, the Mage’s mark as you call it?”

      Dad’s face tightens. “How do you know about his tattoos?”

      I respond with a weary sigh.

      “Yes,” Mom says. “We saw the mark through a tear in his clothing.”

      Just like I thought.

      I level my gaze with hers. “You know what hurts most, even more than the injustice of what you did to me?”

      “What?” she breathes out.

      “That you almost succeeded in turning me into a monster. I’d known about Darrel for three weeks, I’d talked to him, I’d helped him in some small ways. But wouldn’t call his people.”

      “You were protecting us,” she says.

      “It was the wrong call!” I scream. “He kept telling me you’d kill him eventually. Deep inside, I knew he was right. But it took me three long weeks to get my shit together and act.”

      Mom shakes her head. “We didn’t intend to kill him.”

      “Seriously, Mom?” I point at Dad. “I overheard your conversation that night. You’d sealed Darrel’s fate, because he was improving, and it was too risky to let him live.”

      Mom’s eyes rake my face, as if searching for something, a measure of sympathy for their motives. I have none to offer.

      Dad lifts his chin, his gaze morose and hard. “What are you going to do now?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit.

      Someone rings the doorbell, and then begins to bang on the door. The ruckus grows louder, more insistent.

      “Open the door!” Darrel’s booming voice carries to the dining room. “I know she’s there! If you touch a hair on her head, I’ll rip you to pieces!”

      Mom and Dad exchange hesitant looks.

      I’m heading downstairs when I hear glass shattering. He must’ve smashed one of the ground-floor windows. But the glass is burglarproof, so I don’t know how he did it unless he brought a hammer with him.

      Looking over my shoulder, I see Dad dashing to the drawer with the kitchen knives. I rush back but I’m too far to stop him. Darrel bursts into the room. Dad grabs a knife.

      Darrel points a gun at him. “I would drop it if I were you.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Dad puts the knife down.

      Darrel’s eyes shift to me. “Are you all right? Did they try anything?”

      “No,” I say firmly. “They’d never hurt me.”

      His mouth turns down. “Really?”

      He’s right. They did mess with my mind for six years.

      “Not like that,” I add.

      He gestures for me to come to him. “What were you thinking, coming here all by yourself?!”

      I rush to his side. “I’m all right, I promise!”

      “You can’t stay in this house,” he says, his gun still trained on Dad.

      “She’s in her parents’ home!” Mom springs to her feet, defiant. “Not only can she, but she will stay here. Stella is safer here than anywhere else.”

      Darrel shoots me an imploring look. “Your parents are dangerous. Remember what they did to me? Please, don’t make me drag you out of here!”

      “You won’t have to.” I turn my back on my parents. “I was leaving, anyway.”
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      At the main door, Darrel sticks the gun under his belt and leads me outside. We walk past the flabbergasted neighbors, who were drawn out by the racket he’d made banging on the door, shouting, and breaking in, no doubt. They give me quizzical looks.

      “Stella, are you OK?” one of them asks.

      Nodding in reply, I wrap an arm around Darrel’s waist. He pulls me closer. We get into his car and drive away.

      “Left and then left again,” I say, directing him to Gaby’s.

      “I know.”

      Less than five minutes later, he pulls up in front of the three-story building where her apartment is. “You should pack your stuff and come with me.”

      I stare at him, uncomprehending.

      He angles his body toward me. “I’m taking you to my hotel. You’ll stay with me until we put your folks under surveillance.”

      “They won’t hurt me. I can guarantee that.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.” He shrugs. “Anyway, even if they don’t, the Bauds might.”

      “You’ll have them under surveillance, too?”

      He nods. “I’ll make some calls while you pack. It shouldn’t take more than a day or two to set everything up. Once we have eyes on them, I’ll find you accommodations in Annecy, in a gated place.”

      “A prison?”

      A laugh escapes him. “I was thinking of a well-protected high-end residence.”

      I tilt my head to the side and study him. “You’d rather go to all this trouble and expense than take action against my parents?”

      “If you mean impressing upon them to stay away from you, then it will be done,” he replies. “But I promised you I wouldn’t exact revenge, so I won’t. Unless you want to relieve me of that promise.”

      We stare into each other’s eyes for a moment.

      Why are you so good to me? I itch to ask. Why do you care?

      If it’s a sense of indebtedness, then it’s misplaced, because my inaction almost got him killed. If I hadn’t eavesdropped on my parents’ that night, he would be dead now. That’s how broken my moral compass was at the time.

      “Give me fifteen minutes,” I say, opening the door.

      “Fifteen minutes to pack up all your stuff?”

      “Most of my stuff is still at my parents’ place. All I have at Gaby’s are necessities and some clothes. And most of that is already in my suitcase.” I smile. “Gaby has limited closet space.”

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m back in the front passenger seat, my bags are in the trunk, and we’re zooming to Annecy.

      “Don’t you want to know what my parents had to say about Ivo Georgiev’s death?” I ask Darrel.

      “I do. But I figured you’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

      “I am.”

      I recount the story of how Mom and Dad met Ivo while hiking, how they saw the mark on his arm, lured him to our house, drugged him, and performed one of their idiotic rituals together with the Bauds. How his heart stopped, and they decided to get rid of the body. How they tried to erase my memory but messed up, because I’d convinced myself I’d killed a man with a rock. How they chose to go with it, realizing how well that suited them. It made sure I would become subdued, compliant, and forever grateful they’d covered up my crime.

      “A real boon, your mental health be damned,” Darrel sums up.

      There’s a question mark in the glance he shoots me.

      I respond with a pleading look. “They’re still my parents, Darrel… I can’t relieve you of your promise.”

      He nods.

      No more words are spoken between us for the rest of the way. I look deep into my soul, trying to get a sense of where my decision stands morally. My heart is OK with it. Despite my anger and disappointment, I know that I can forgive the wrongs I suffered at my parents’ hands. That’s the only path for me to move forward without medication and without having to artificially desensitize a part of me.

      But there’s something that doesn’t sit well with my conscience. I almost know what it is… One more mental effort and I’ll put a finger on it, a tiny little push—

      The car stops. Gazing out the window, I realize we’ve arrived at Darrel’s hotel. He steps out of the car. I follow him. He grabs my suitcase and bag from the trunk and leads me through the lobby up to his room.

      Once inside the familiar room, he shows me around like this was the first time I set foot here, like the night we almost did it never happened.

      “Make yourself at home,” he says, opening a closet. “See, plenty of room in here! Use it. You can watch TV, splash in the Jacuzzi bath anytime you want, sleep in the bed. I only need the little desk for my laptop.”

      “Where will you sleep?”

      “On the couch.”

      I gauge its length. “It’s too short for you.”

      “I’ll shrink myself.”

      I give him a hooded look.

      He grins from ear to ear, making my heart flutter. “You have no idea how good I am at sleeping in nonstandard beds and positions. Years in the military will teach you that.”

      “That’s cute, but I prefer to sleep on the couch.” I arch an eyebrow to show that the discussion is closed. “It’s the perfect size for me.”

      “If that’s what you prefer… Like I said, feel at home!”

      At home, huh? I head to the entryway closet, where I find a spare pair of prettily embroidered white slippers. I put them on. Next, I fish my toiletries out of my duffel bag and move them to the bathroom.

      This being a charming hotel, I do a quick inspection of the bathroom shelves and countertops and find several extra towels, a bathrobe, a hairdryer, and all sorts of other useful and useless items that I might or might not need. But it’s good to know that if I’m in the mood to shine my shoes, I can.

      When I’m done in the bathroom, I return to the main room. Darrel is at the desk. He’s fired up his laptop and seems to be researching something. I peek at his screen. He’s studying Google Earth images of a medieval ruin.

      He closes the laptop and checks his watch. “The bar is still open. Want to go down for a drink?”

      “It feels like I’ve already had a few.”

      He smiles at that, probably assuming I’m still reeling from the scene at my parents’. And I am. But the lightness, the recklessness that has come over me since I stepped inside this room is due to something else.

      It’s Darrel’s fault. The man emits insanely powerful pheromones. All I can think of is… “Make love to me!”

      Oops, did I say that out loud? Yes, I did.

      Was my slip of the tongue intentional this time? It’s such a shame I’ll never know!

      Darrel rises from his chair. “Stella.”

      “Darrel.”

      “We shouldn’t.”

      “But we both want to.”

      He doesn’t deny it.

      I take a step toward him. “Let’s finish what we started.”

      He shakes his head. I may be wrong, but I detect a lack of vigor and amplitude in the way he objects. A lack of conviction.

      “Is this about the other woman?” I ask. “Are you dating her?”

      “No.”

      “But you think you might?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, you know what?” I step closer still. “I don’t care. I still want you to be my first.”

      He says nothing.

      I begin to count on my fingers. “You aren’t currently in a relationship. I’m offering a night of passion with no strings attached. You want me.”

      Still no comment.

      Suddenly doubtful, I peer into his eyes. “Or has the mess I’m in killed your desire?”

      “God, Stella!” He lifts his eyes to the ceiling.

      I wait, holding my breath.

      When he lowers his gaze to me, it’s darker than before, hotter. “I’ve never wanted a woman the way I want you. Ever.”

      “Oh.” I feel like I might soar into the air with joy. “Good.”

      “No, not good. There’s nothing good about it.”

      Stubborn man!

      I try another angle. “If we make love tonight, it’ll help me get over my obsession with you and move on.”

      He takes a moment to consider my new argument, his face reflecting his inner struggle.

      “Maybe it’s the way,” he says at length. “Maybe once it’s done, you can put me behind you, like you did with your blob of a fiancé… I’ll become a thing of your past, a blurry memory.”

      Never!

      He continues soft-soaping himself on my behalf, “And then you can look forward to your future. Start your new job, make new friends, meet other men—men your age—date them, travel, try new things, live your life to the full!”

      “Or maybe I’ll go straight to a nunnery with my heart in pieces.”

      He knits his eyebrows.

      Shit! That was a true slip, the thing not to say at this crucial juncture, just as he was caving.

      “I’m kidding!” I give him a fake little laugh. “It was a joke, Darrel.”

      He narrows his eyes, as if to assess my contradictory statements and pick the one he’ll go with.

      Enough dithering! Resolutely, I take another step, reach up and wrap my arms around his strong neck.

      He remains immobile. I press my mouth to his, rediscovering the feel and taste of his lips. Ahh. My hands find their way into his thick, wavy hair. And then, finally, he moves. His hands cup my face, sending delightful shivers down my spine. He pulls me closer, as close as two human beings can be with their clothes still on.

      Boy, I love being so close to him, touching him, being touched!

      Our tongues begin exploring and savoring each other’s mouths. Darrel’s hands slide from my face down to my back. I gasp at how good it is to feel his warmth, his strength against my body. His masculine scent envelops me.

      If Paradise exists, then this is it.

      My fingers continue to tangle themselves in his hair as his tongue pushes deeper into my mouth. It grows bolder, more insistent, more demanding. And I welcome that! The more he takes, the more I want to give. The more I must give. It’s exhilarating. I’m aroused to the point of climbing on him and rubbing myself against his rod.

      Alas, I’m too chicken to do that. It doesn’t help that I have no idea if normal women do that sort of thing, and how a normal man would react to it.

      But, God, I want more, so much more!

      We break the kiss and pull away just enough for our noses to brush as we look into each other’s eyes.

      I’m dazed. I’m overflowing with something.

      Call me melodramatic, but I know in my heart, in my bones, that the thing I feel for him is greater than lust. It transcends physical pleasure, flooding my cells and the very atoms I’m made of. There’s no running away from it.

      I draw back a little and gaze up at his infinitely handsome face. How can I convince him that the sixteen-year gap between us is a nonissue for me? If anything, it turns me on! I love every little line that those extra years have left on his face. And when more years burrow them deeper, I’ll love them even more.

      That’s it—I’m done for. The switch is jammed and I’m stuck on this man.

      For how long? A year? A decade? The rest of my life?

      I don’t know.

      All I know is that it’s going to be a long and terribly lonely time.
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      Darrel tugs my sweatshirt up and over my head. His warm lips seek out and kiss every inch of my jawline, throat, neck, and shoulders. His breath fans over my skin in steamy gusts, sending happy little ripples throughout my body.

      My cami comes off next, and then my bra. Darrel’s strong hands slide up and down my sides, feeling me, holding me, stroking me.

      He takes a step backward to look at me.

      “You’re so beautiful!” His blue eyes are alight with want. “So very beautiful!”

      “Take off your shirt,” I whisper.

      He strips out of his shirt, peeling his garment off with a measured, sensual deliberateness that could only be for my benefit. His eyes never leaving mine, he gradually reveals beguiling sections of toned chest and broad shoulders. Too gradually. If his intention is to make me mewl like a cat in heat, then he’s on the right track.

      At last, the fabric of his shirt slides away from his body. In the warm electric light of the room, his tanned and chiseled torso and arms are a study in masculine perfection. The scars from the injuries he sustained during his fall only enhance the effect. My hungry eyes eat him up.

      The unique aroma of his cologne, spiced up with a hint of musk, makes my head turn. This smell will remain imprinted in my memory, no matter what happens. Even if I never see him again and go on to live a long and fulfilling life as a nun.

      He takes my hand, leads me to the bed and gently sits me on it.

      Joining me, he eases me back until I’m lying down on the soft mattress. “Take off your pants, Stella.”

      He doesn’t need to ask twice. I slip my jeans down my legs and drop them to the floor. My socks quickly follow. He moves closer. His strong arms lift me off the bed. He palms my hips, the underside of my buttocks and the backs of my thighs, and his fingertips graze my skin beneath the edge of my panties before moving up to trace the waistband. I shiver under his touch. With a tug, he slides my panties down and off. I’m left completely bare, exposed to his gaze.

      He looks his fill and then places his hands on the buckle of his belt.

      “Would Mademoiselle like to look, or would she rather be spared the sight?” he asks huskily.

      “What a question? I want to look! I want to see everything!”

      With a roguish glint in his eyes, he removes the belt, pulls the zipper down, and takes off his pants, underwear, and socks. My gaze moves downward, and my breath catches in my throat. His cock juts out fully erect, its slick crown glistening. The size is impressive but not scarily so.

      Darrel stares at me, his dilated pupils darkening his eyes. I feel another surge of arousal as he watches me ogling him. Additional details register. My knowledge of penises being limited to porn, I note that he isn’t waxed like the actors. It’s a little surprising to see so much body hair at first. It’s darker here than the red curls on his head, darker than his chest hair. It seems coarser, too. Within seconds my eyes are used to the sight. I find myself not only liking it au naturel, but actually preferring it.

      Sitting up, I reach for him.

      My fingers wrap around the thick root of his member, feeling the velvety skin and the protruding vein. I trace my fingers up and over the slick crown, and then back down.

      “Is this enjoyable?” I ask, holding him firmer. “You must tell me what you like. Show me how to caress you the way you like to be caressed.”

      He nods, visibly struggling to form words.

      I pry my gaze away from his cock. “Oh, and I want to return the oral favor, too.”

      “For your first time,” he rasps through clenched teeth, “I want it to be all about you.”

      “Will we have a second time, then?”

      Instead of replying, he moves away, leaving my hand bereft. He settles between my legs, and his mouth descends on me, as tireless as last time. For five or ten minutes, he works his sultry magic between my legs, while his hands roam my curves, front and back. When I come, I cry out his name.

      With a satisfied growl, he pulls on a condom and settles on top of me, face-to-face. Even though he’s propping himself up on his elbows, the weight of his body pins me down. I like it.

      He nudges my legs wider apart and positions himself between them. “Last chance, Stella. If you don’t call it off now, this train is going straight to the destination, no stops.”

      “And where’s that destination?” I ask archly.

      “It’s where I’m buried deep inside you, pumping like my life depends on it. You understand?”

      “There’s nothing I want more.”

      The tip of his cock prods my sealed entrance.

      I brace for impact.

      “You OK?” he asks.

      My arms tighten around him. “I know it’s going to hurt, but I also know it’s going to be great afterward.”

      “Given how ready you are, I don’t think it’ll hurt much.”

      I nod with exaggerated optimism, but the tension in my body won’t go away.

      Unexpectedly, he rolls off me.

      Stretching out on his back, he gestures to his groin. “Straddle me.”

      I do. He reaches down to fumble with his rigid cock. I rise a little, so he can maneuver more easily. All the while, he stares up at me. I can barely contain my excitement.

      When we’re in position, he lies back and tucks his hands under his head. “You’re in control. Take it as slow as you need to.”

      Cautiously, I begin to bear down on him. The sensation is extremely pleasant, until my hymen is stretched fully, and no more progress is possible without breaching it. Instead of pressing down harder, I begin to tease him with tiny grinding movements of my hips, making figure eights around his cock.

      He grinds his teeth. His face reddens in concentration.

      A couple minutes later, he rasps, “Stella, I won’t last much longer if you carry on like this. Do it now!”

      “You do it,” I say, setting my hands on his chest.

      He doesn’t voice his consent but clasps my hips and holds me in place. He thrusts his own hips upward with one long, powerful stroke and buries cock inside me before I have time to realize what’s happening. When I do, my eyes widen.

      It’s done! My hymen broke, and I feel no pain whatsoever—only sweet, sweet pleasure.

      I focus my attention on it. His cock stretches me. It fills me up. All my faculties concentrate on the new sensation of being filled like this, by this man. It’s beyond delicious. It feels right, absolutely freaking perfect.

      Next thing I know, he inverts our positions. I’m on my back now, and he’s atop me with his cock sheathed deep inside. His mouth covers mine, and our tongues tangle together. He pulls out halfway and then slams into me hilt deep. I cry out, arching my back. He does it again.

      So good, so unbelievably good!

      He keeps thrusting, his grunts mingling with my cries and moans. When he reaches down between my legs, I dig my fingers into his back in anticipation. He strokes my clit, and I move into his touch. He grinds his hips. I gasp, lift my thighs higher and rake his broad back with my fingernails. He grinds harder.

      I invent these little signals as we go, and he’s learning them, quick on the uptake.

      Pleasure builds at lightning speed. He’s kissing my mouth and rubbing my clit, but his cock never stops moving inside me. The sounds that come from my throat grow harsher, louder.

      He pulls back again and thrusts into me over and over again, his body taut and his muscles rippling with effort.

      I surf on the waves of joy he’s giving me. I move with him, arching to meet his thrusts. Our bodies are now slick with a thin layer of perspiration. The blended smell of fresh sweat and arousal fills the room as our bodies slap together. His breath comes faster and heavier. The intensity of his movements increases to a feverish pitch.

      When my orgasm explodes, its power makes me cry out. I shudder as I come undone. Darrel follows close behind me. His eyes are shut. His body tenses up, and his facial muscles contort with pleasure-pain. Finally spent, he collapses onto me, without propping himself up.

      Men are heavy!

      A concern for my bones is quickly replaced by a blissful satisfaction. Bearing his unmitigated weight makes what we just did, our physical union—sex—more real somehow. I wouldn’t trade this moment for anything in the world.

      When he rolls off me, he looks exhausted but happy. I snuggle up to him. He pulls me into his arms.

      We remain like this, sweat soaked and panting, until our breathing slows down. But, even after it does, the effects of our lovemaking persist. A flush of pleasure warms my face. My brain bathes in all sorts of hormones. I feel dizzy. The thick, liquefying warmth spreads from my head to every part of my body, reaching my limbs, my fingers, and my toes.

      A short time later, Darrel sits up and peels off the condom. He then saunters to the bathroom to discard it, treating me to a lovely view of his muscular back and firm ass. He returns with a warm, humid towel and cleans me up. There’s less blood than I expected.

      “How are you feeling, now that you’ve been deflowered?” he asks, pulling the covers over us.

      “Heavenly.”

      He smiles. “I can rest easy, then.”

      “For now.” I settle more comfortably and let my eyelids drop. “I might need a booster in the morning. Will you be up for it?”

      “Only if you beg.”

      I half open one eye. “What makes you think I won’t?”

      “Er… nothing.” Cracking up, he adds, “Really—nothing.”

      I love that I can make him laugh!

      I’m drifting off to sleep in his arms, contented and fulfilled, when his phone makes chimes.

      He fumbles for it. It’s a text message, and the caller ID reads CG Burner. Turning away from me, he reads the message and then tosses the phone on the bed. He doesn’t look happy.

      With my eyesight being near perfect, I can read the message from where I am.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just wanted to let you know how much I’m enjoying my vacation.

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s it; that’s the text. I know I shouldn’t have read it without his permission. But now that I have, I’m not going to pretend I haven’t.

      “Sounds like good news,” I say, pointing to the screen. “But you seem upset?”

      “She shouldn’t have texted me,” he mutters. “It was for emergencies only.”

      Aha, so CG is a she.

      Could it be the lady from Theodor’s earlier message, the one Darrel thinks he might go out with? Or could this be work related? One doesn’t exclude the other. It could be both.

      “Are you worried her message will get intercepted?” I ask him. “She didn’t say anything specific, though… And don’t you security agent types have secure lines?”

      “No lines are truly secure when the person listening in is a member of the elite group that rules the world.”

      While I mull over his statement, he rakes his hands through his hair. “I’m supposed to go somewhere in two days, but I’ll have to leave earlier.”

      “How early?”

      “Tomorrow morning, as soon as I’ve introduced you to the agent who’ll be watching over you for a while.”

      “Oh, great!” I bare my teeth in an intentionally fake smile. “I’m going to have a chaperone.”

      He lies back down and wraps his arm around me. “Go to sleep now.”

      I don’t think I can, darling.

      I bet he’s joining CG on her workcation. One thing might lead to another, and then—bam—they’re dating! That means I may not get another chance to share Darrel’s bed, another opportunity to make him change his mind, and more time to win his heart…

      How can I sleep knowing that this night might be the last I get to spend with you?
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      A mixture of excitement and concern fills me as I step out of the helicopter onto Helisurface 1 heliport in Poitiers. It seems I don’t have PTSD from the crash last winter. I’m looking forward to the scavenger hunt for the key. The part that worries me is that this is a plan B—the kind of less thought-out plan that gives bodyguards nightmares. Charlie and I will have to move fast. As fast as we can to minimize the risks.

      I hail a cab and ask the driver to take me to the Poitiers Cathedral, the main attraction in the city. Thankfully, it’s a rainy morning, so when I get out in front of the impressive Gothic façade, I don’t need to elbow my way through a crowd of tourists. I scan the clusters of visitors outside the cathedral, looking for Charlie and anyone else who stands out. At the entrance I pause and glance over my shoulder, pretending to check out the structures around the Place de la Cathédrale while scanning the square once more. No trace of Charlie and no sign of anyone who might be tailing me.

      Good.

      Inside the building, I take a moment to earnestly admire the soaring arches, intricate carvings, and magnificent stained-glass windows. Then I spot Charlie.

      Her eyebrows shoot up when she sees me. “What are you doing here? You’re two days early!”

      “Your text,” I say. “It was an unnecessary risk.”

      Her cheeks flush with embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Darrel! I was having such a wonderful time, fancying myself an adventurer on a treasure hunt… I forgot your warning!”

      I nod once. “I should’ve been more emphatic. Can you enable the airplane mode now?”

      She does so at once.

      “If there’s a real emergency,” I say, “here’s my new number.”

      She adds it to her phone. “What happens now? I hope you aren’t sending me home!”

      “We go straight to Lusignan. Head back to your hotel and pack. I’ll catch a taxi and wait for you outside.”

      Charlie’s hotel is a stone’s throw from the cathedral, so it only takes her thirty minutes to pack up her gear and hop into the cab I’ve hired. The cabbie drops us and our backpacks off at the heliport. I pay for the flight.

      The smell of fuel fills the air as I help Charlie into the chopper before climbing in after her. As we lift off, the city of Poitiers recedes beneath us, its historic buildings and streets growing smaller and smaller. We fly straight to the ruins of the Castle of Lusignan, a fortress built, according to legend, by the fairy Mélusine for her husband Raymondin, the founder of the Royal House of Lusignan.

      Our ride leaves us by the river Vonne, in a spot I showed the pilot. It’s secluded and far enough from Blossac Park which now surrounds the ruins to avoid unwanted attention. It’s also sufficiently close to reach the Mélusine Tower by foot in thirty to forty minutes even with all the equipment weighing down my supersized backpack.

      The plan is to start at the tower as discreetly and meticulously as we can. By late afternoon, a specialized team with drones, infrared cameras, and all sorts of sophisticated tech will get here from Pombrio and take over after nightfall. They’ll extend the search to the rest of the ruins. If no key is found, we’ll rinse and repeat tomorrow, and the day after, until we’ve scoured every inch of the site.

      As Charlie and I hike through the park to the Mélusine Tower, I note as many details as I can of the other remnants of this once-great fortress and correlate them with my map.

      The rain has now stopped. The midmorning air carries the scent of moss-covered stone and damp earth, while the breeze whispers through the overgrown vegetation that has reclaimed the site. The partially collapsed walls and towers cast shrinking shadows across our path.

      The search ahead is all I can think about, but it’s difficult not to fall under the spell of this place. The vibrant green vines that snake their way up the structures enhance the mystery of the ruins. Our footsteps crunch on the gravel. I’m mesmerized. It could be due to my knighthood, or because I was a huge fan of epic fantasy in my teens, but I can almost hear the echoes of clashing swords and the cries of battle from centuries past.

      “Can you imagine living here when it was still a grand castle?” Charlie asks, her voice filled with wonder.

      Looks like I’m not the only one under the spell!

      I pause for a moment to take in the view of the river below. “The strategic position made it a formidable stronghold.”

      We resume our hike until we reach what’s left of the Mélusine Tower. The air here feels even more charged with history, especially considering the legends that surround this place and its creator. Behind the low picket fence, the base of the tower sits on a hillside, squat and ravaged by time.

      While researching it, I studied an illustration from the famous fifteenth-century manuscript, Les Très riches heures du Duc de Berry. That picture shows that the Mélusine Tower had defensive parapets, large windows, and rich decorations. No trace of them remains. But the edifice has proven resilient enough for its hollowed-out base to still rise above the ground. It was built with high-quality ashlar and with much more care than the quick and dirty monstrosities we slap together these days.

      Charlie points at the fence. “It just occurred to me that teams of local and national archeologists must’ve searched these ruins inside out. What if they found the key?”

      “The last dig dates back twenty years, much earlier than your mother’s visit.” I pause, before adding, “Assuming this site is the ‘home’ she had in mind for Queen Charlotte’s key.”

      I look around. There is no one else in this part of the ruins but Charlie and me.

      “Ready?” I help her over the fence, grab our gear, and follow her.

      We put on gloves, and arm ourselves with flashlights, trowels, brushes, and small cameras to help us see into the gaps between the stones.

      “Where do we start?” Charlie asks.

      I survey the ancient stones warming in the sun peeking out from behind the clouds. “Was your mother into wall climbing?”

      “She had a fear of heights.”

      “Then we start at the bottom, right here.”

      I mark the spot and show Charlie how to use the equipment. After that I turn on the metal detector and scan the ground around the tower. Charlie carefully inspects the mortar joints, cracks and crevices and any hollow spaces she can find in the wall, deploying the endoscopic camera and the thermal imaging camera when needed.

      My detector beeps from time to time as I pick my way around the tower, but none of the signals lead to anything significant.

      While Charlie continues the visual inspection, I take out the portable ground-penetrating radar and recheck the ground around the tower, hoping for a sign that something is buried beneath the surface. But no luck.

      Meanwhile, Charlie is working the wall. She’s extremely thorough. She sweeps a segment with her eyes and fingertips and again with the handheld thermal imaging camera. Whenever she has the slightest doubt, she threads the endoscopic camera into the cavity or crack and checks the image on the small display.

      I grab my own cameras and join her.

      An hour later, we take a break to drink and eat the sandwiches I bought this morning. It starts dripping again, which is just as well. The drizzle chases away the few people that had ventured into this area of the park.

      Charlie and I resume the search. The meticulous monotony of the exercise sends my thoughts where they mustn’t go—to Stella.

      I’ve been laser focused on this mission from the moment I woke up at dawn. I showered, packed my backpack, and explained to Stella the dos and don’ts of her lifestyle for the next few weeks or, until we reassess the situation with her parents. All the while, she tried to say something to me, but she struggled to find the right words. Every time I felt she was close, I made sure we stayed on the topic of practical arrangements for her safety.

      When the time came for me to leave, she looked so miserable that my chest ached as though it were being crushed. With every fiber of my being, I wanted to take her in my arms and kiss her. But I didn’t. Instead, I told her I’d be back to check on her in a week’s time.

      That cheered her up a bit.

      And then I grabbed my backpack and my new burner phone and strode to the door. Not touching her the morning after the night we’d had was a dick move. But I was conveying a message. I was telling her that our meeting next week wasn’t a date. We were not going to have a relationship.

      If the sob I heard when I shut the door behind me was any sign, then she received my message loud and clear.

      Samson, the MESS agent who can pass for me from afar, had already arrived at the hotel.

      I left my main phone with him in the event Kurt Ozzi was able to track me despite the encryptions. Samson would inform MESS about the change of plan and relay my new number. Adam would send the expert team to Lusignan this afternoon instead of in two days. At nine o’clock, Samson would accompany Stella downstairs to breakfast. On Thursday, he’d take her to Dr. Biel. They’d maintain the charade that would hopefully fool Kurt’s spy until I’m back.

      Charlie’s voice breaks me from my thoughts. “Darrel, come take a look at this!”

      I turn to where she was moments ago but can’t see her. Then I notice a small doorway nestled in the wall a few meters ahead. When I circled the tower with the metal detector, and again with the radar, I was so preoccupied with the ground that I didn’t see this opening in the wall!

      I duck inside. The first things I notice are the vestiges of an arch and a spiral staircase, of which remain a few steps embedded in the wall. Then I see Charlie, squatting on my right.

      She points out a cavity cut into the very rock that supports the tower. “This could’ve served as storage space or a small room.”

      I hunker down on the other side of the cavity and study it.

      “I checked the walls,” she says. “But on the off chance she buried the key in the ground, we could use your metal detector and the other thing…”

      “The ground-penetrating radar.” I dart back outside and fetch the gear. “Let’s start with the detector. It doesn’t reach as deep as the GPR, but it’s more precise when it comes to detecting small objects.”

      She smiles. “Mom wouldn’t have dug a well to hide the key.”

      Very slowly, I begin to sweep the metal detector over the uneven ground inside the cavity, listening for any changes in its steady hum. Suddenly, it emits a beep.

      Charlie and I trade looks, hope surging through me.

      It’s probably nothing, like before.

      I try to dampen my excitement as I use both my trowel and my hand to dig the spot where the detector pinged. My gloved fingertips brush against something hard. Its surface is flat and smooth… I pull the object out of the dirt. It’s a small grime-covered box made of stainless steel.

      My heart pounding in my chest, I open it, revealing an antique key.

      I’ll be damned! I glance at Charlie for confirmation, not daring to believe my eyes.

      She takes the key and examines it. “I think it’s the one I saw in Mom’s hands.”

      Although remarkably like the other four keys that our royals have recovered so far, this one is slightly bigger and more ornate. On its bow, two artfully crafted hands, their fingers gracefully curved, come together to create a cuplike shape. The minutely etched details of the hands, from the creases in the fingers to the fingernails speak to the artisan’s mastery of his craft. Nestled securely between the hands is a stylized octagonal gemstone, its facets implied by small crosses and notches.

      It’s the sigil tattoo on my left arm.

      This is it, the fifth Montevor key.

      A sense of accomplishment washes over me. “We did it, Charlie! We found it.”

      “We must document this moment!”

      Joy dancing in her eyes, she sets the key against the wall, pulls out her phone and snaps a series of pics. Then she photographs it on the ground, against the sky, against the vines.

      I let her. She’s having a blast, celebrating, and immortalizing her achievement, while posing no risk to the principality. Even if one or more of her pics get out and somehow fall into Kurt’s hands, what harm can they do? None whatsoever.

      Hell, he can have them all, as long as we have the key!

      Charlie hands me the key. Reverently, I feel its weight in my hand.

      “You can caress it later,” she says. “Now hold it up and turn it around slowly.”

      I do as she instructs, and she snaps a few more pics of the key, while commenting on the beauty of the craftsmanship.

      Despite the thrill and the gravity of the moment, I’m reminded of how Stella photographed my tats when we were trying to figure out which of them was the “mark.” She took way too many pictures, some of them so long and wide I wondered whether my tattoo was the real subject of her photographic binge or my person.

      When Charlie is done, I put the key back in its box and stick the box in the zipper pocket of my hiking pants. After that, I send a coded message to Adam from my burner phone, requesting a helicopter and an extraction team. And then, we pack up our gear and retrace our steps through the park, which is now radiant with sunshine and alive with visitors.

      The moment we reach the spot by the river where we’d landed, I know something is wrong. A twig snaps behind me. My eyes dart toward a patch of trees as a dozen armed men in camouflage erupt from their hiding places. They encircle us in an instant, thrusting their guns toward our chests. It’s an ambush!

      I spot Kurt Ozzi grinning with satisfaction from behind his men, reveling in his victory. He has every reason to be happy. His efforts finally paid off. He saw through our security measures and decoy strategies, circumvented them, and outmaneuvered us. He got to the key before it could be sequestered away from him.

      All that happened while I, Sir Darrel Vlovsky, the fifth key seeker, was in charge.
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      Moving lightning fast, I draw my pistol and train it on one of Kurt’s mercenaries. I have enough bullets to make a fight out of it. But I don’t pull the trigger. I wouldn’t have hesitated if it was only me. I would’ve fought them until my second to last bullet or until my death—whichever came first. If I’d managed to come out alive with that last bullet in the chamber, it would’ve been for me. At least, I would’ve died an honorable death.

      But Charlie is beside me. She’ll go down with me if I choose to fight.

      “Drop the gun!” Kurt’s men shout as they close in.

      Charlie doesn’t deserve to die just because I’d rather die than be held captive again.

      My fingers curl open, and the gun drops to the grass below.

      I move to place myself between Charlie and Kurt’s mercs. “Let her go.”

      “That decision is up to the boss.” One of them picks up the weapon.

      The other soldiers part, and Kurt comes through the gap, his small gray eyes on me. He looks even older and more withered than the last time I saw him, back when he was still a friend of the Montevor royals. Still impeccably dressed, he seems a little more unsteady on his feet than before, which explains the walking cane. But he holds his head as high as ever.

      “First, give me the key.” He halts before me and extends his hand, palm up.

      My heart bleeding, I hand the box to him. “Please, let her go. She won’t talk. And even if she did, no one would believe her.”

      Kurt opens the box and studies the key for a long time, holding it against the light, turning it around in his fingers and inspecting it from every side.

      The soldiers surrounding us stand motionless, waiting for their next command.

      “Search them,” he orders his men. “This could be a decoy.”

      Kurt’s men swarm around us and begin rifling through our pockets and bags. When they find no other key, Kurt motions for them to step away. They do—with my self-defense knife, my wallet, my phone, and my MESS-issued GPS alarm device.

      “Mademoiselle Gotteland,” Kurt says to Charlie. “I am of the mind to let you go for the reasons so eloquently outlined by your valiant knight.”

      “You can let him go too, for the same reasons,” she says. “You won.”

      The armed men around us puff out their chests.

      Kurt surveys them. “On your fifth try, gentlemen!” He twists his mouth. “And you’re supposed to be the crème de la crème!”

      Tut-tutting, he turns back to Charlie.

      “So?” she asks him. “May Darrel and I go?”

      “You may, Mademoiselle Gotteland,” he says.

      “What about Darrel?”

      “He’s good, you know, despite this setback and his injuries from two months ago.” He strokes his chin. “He’s exceptionally good. Better than any of my men, in fact. So, I can’t let my enemies have him.”

      To my face, he adds, “Did you know that Stalin once said, ‘Human resources solve everything’?”

      I don’t answer him.

      “He was a very wise man,” Kurt says. “I hope I can persuade you to work for me, Darrel.”

      That gets a reaction from me. “Not a chance!”

      “Let’s see if I can change your mind, shall we?” He motions to his men. “Tie him up!”

      Several mercenaries rush forward and grab my arms, pushing my wrists together. One of them pulls zip ties from his belt pouch and begins securing them around my wrists. I clench my palms together, with my fingers interlocked, to make it harder for the wrist bindings to be tight. The merc tying me scowls. He’s no doubt familiar with the trick aimed at gaining some wiggle room. Another man smacks me hard across the cheek for good measure. They finish up the best they can.

      “Cuff her, too,” Kurt barks, pointing at Charlie. “And gag her until we’re out of here.”

      She tries to resist, but they overpower her in no time.

      Kurt turns to me. “I do hope I can make you change your mind about working for me. But if you refuse, then I’m afraid you’ll be too dead to work for anyone.”

      A faint whirring of chopper blades reaches my ears while he’s threatening me. I hold my breath. It could be ours!

      How long has it been since I messaged Adam? Twenty minutes? Twenty-five? If he’d organized an extraction team double time, or if Nikolai had a MINDFUCH Intervention Squad working near enough, like when I was held in Vosier-en-Haut, then clinging to hope wouldn’t be so crazy.

      My heart pounds as a black speck appears in the distance and rapidly grows larger. But as soon as its silhouette becomes more distinct, a lump forms in my throat. The shape of the blades and the markings on the machine are not from Mount Evor. This is a Swiss chopper. It’s Kurt’s.

      Then everything happens extremely fast.

      Leaving Charlie behind, unharmed, tied and gagged, Kurt’s men shove me into their helicopter. The rotors spring to life, and we fly eastward, toward the Alps. To one of Kurt’s estates, no doubt.

      His piercing eyes survey me from across the passenger cabin.

      I meet his gaze. “How did you find us?”

      “After you outed my first guy, I sent three of my best people to tail you day and night.” He points at the merc who’d picked up my gun earlier. “Him, and two others that I pulled off the team tailing Eugénie. You see, I was beginning to suspect that the little princess wasn’t the real key seeker.”

      The man he pointed out addresses me, “Mr. Ozzi’s instincts were excellent. This morning, I realized there had been a switch, that the man with Stella wasn’t you.” He rolls back his shoulders.

      “That doesn’t explain how you found me,” I remark.

      “We didn’t.” The man smiles. “We found Charlotte Gotteland. She was already on our radar, so we took a closer look. Mr. Ozzi’s friends at the police could see she’d texted you the night before. They managed to triangulate her position.”

      Damn!

      “You’re loyal to the Valois-Montevors, and I respect that,” Kurt says to me. “But I hope you’ll consider my offer, Darrel. This is your chance to go up in the world, instead of going down with your royals.”

      “They aren’t going down.”

      “Of course, they are, and you know it.” He inclines his head to one side. “Even if they manage to lay their hands on the remaining four keys by the UN’s deadline, they’ll be missing this one.” He opens the box. “They need all nine to open the vault.”

      “They’ll think of something. They’re a resourceful bunch.”

      He purses his lips and shakes his head as if assessing the accuracy of my statement. “It’s true; I won’t deny it. But there will be no more extensions of the deadline, no matter how hard Theodor and Louis lobby the UN, no matter what bunnies Richard pulls out of his hat.”

      “What makes you so sure?” I narrow my eyes at him. “The committee may decide to give us more time, considering that the fate of a nation is at stake.”

      “They won’t. They don’t see the point in delaying the inevitable.”

      “You don’t know that! You’re not inside their heads.”

      “No, I’m not,” he agrees unexpectedly. “But they are inside my deep, deep pockets.”

      His mercenaries burst out in laughter, gloating, and basking in their boss’s power.

      He allows himself a tight smile. “My friends and I have the UN, with all its bloated agencies, eating out of our hand, my boy! We’re feeding them both officially, through our donations, and unofficially. Didn’t you know that?”

      “Even if what you claim is true, it changes nothing for me.”

      He furrows his eyebrows. “I don’t understand how a highly rational, experienced, pragmatic man can put his royals’ interests above his own.”

      “National interest, Monsieur Ozzi,” I correct him. “I’m putting my country’s interest above my own. Why does that surprise you so much?”

      His frown deepens before a slight lift of the eyebrows. “Is this… Is this a matter of price? Whatever the Montevors are paying you, I’ll double it.”

      I say nothing.

      “I’ll triple it!” He leans forward. “And I’ll gift you a small castle in Switzerland and an island in the Caribbean.” He peers at me. “What say you, Darrel?”

      The mercs on either side of me shift uncomfortably. I’m guessing they don’t like the idea that their prisoner might walk out of this helicopter a free man, making more than they do.

      I level my gaze with Kurt’s. “No.”

      “You fool!” he bites out. “You idealistic suicidal fool!”

      His men’s shoulders slacken with relief. Their prisoner won’t outrank them, and they won’t have to take orders from him.

      We’re flying over mountains now. If the big, curved expanse of water I glimpsed through the window is Lake Geneva, then these mountains are the Chablais Alps. I spot the tallest range and count seven summits. The Dents du Midi! I was right.

      We begin descending. My estimate is that we’re in the Swiss canton of Valais, only two hours’ drive from Mount Evor.

      The chopper touches down on a private helipad.

      Kurt’s two mercenaries wrap me in their strong grips, lift me out, and lead me into an idling long black car. I am sandwiched between them in the back seat while another soldier climbs into the front passenger seat.

      Kurt, his personal bodyguards, and the rest of his group get into three other cars. Ours takes point. The convoy careens down a mountain pass that winds through a pine forest.

      I suppose we’re headed to some secret location in the woods where Kurt owns a cabin. Or a revamped World War II bunker. Or a refurbished medieval dungeon. He’ll keep me there for a while, trying persuasion first, then maybe torture to see if he can at least get some useful intel out of me before I become food for the vultures.

      Here’s the deal.

      I meant it when I told myself I’d rather die than be taken captive again. Kurt let Charlie go, which means my hands are free.

      Well, OK, literally speaking, they’re tied.

      But in the figurative sense, there is nothing now—absolutely nothing—stopping me from going for broke.
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      We navigate turn after turn along the narrow mountain pass. Like all Swiss roads, this one is in mint condition, permitting a certain speed despite the frequent turns. Towering pines soar into the sky on either side of the road, their branches absorbing the highlights of the setting sun.

      Their deep shade of green calms my mind and brings clarity.

      Within seconds, I’ve hatched a plan. It’s bad. My chances of survival are one in one hundred. But that’s OK, because my goal now isn’t survival. It’s avoiding captivity at any cost.

      I take a deep breath and focus my physical energy, preparing for the sudden movement I’m about to make. I have only one shot at this, and I’d rather not muck it up.

      A flock of birds lifts off and flies overhead.

      Let’s go!

      My hands shoot up above my head, the sturdy plastic zip ties digging into my wrists. With a determined grunt, I bring them down and outward, rotating my wrists at the same time. The force of the motion is intense, but I don’t have time to register the pain. The locking mechanism on the ties snaps under the pressure, and I tug my wrists apart.

      My hands are free now.

      While the element of surprise is still on my side, I lunge to my left and throw a swift, powerful punch at the guard sitting next to me. It lands on his jaw. He crumples, knocked out cold, his head lolling to the side.

      “Fuck!” the merc on my right points his gun at me.

      My third guard, the one in the front passenger seat spins around, gun drawn and aimed at my head. They both yell at me to freeze or they’ll shoot, their voices tense with adrenaline. But no triggers are pulled. They know that their boss wants me alive.

      That hesitation gives me the opportunity I need.

      The car slows down as we approach a left turn, the tires screeching against the asphalt. Now’s my chance. With every ounce of strength I have, I kick the door on my left. It resists my first attempt. But the desperation of a man who’d rather rebreak his body than spend another day as a prisoner wins out. The locking mechanism shatters under the impact of my second kick.

      The door flies open and the fresh evening air rushes in.

      The breach destabilizes the vehicle for a second. The remaining conscious guards are thrown off balance, their guns wobbling as they struggle to regain control. I don’t waste any time. Clambering over the unconscious guard on my left, I launch myself out of the car. The wind whips past me as I hit the ground. I roll to absorb the impact. Pain surges through me, but I push it aside.

      Keep moving!

      I scramble to my feet and sprint away from the road, into the darkening woods, my heart pounding in my chest. The soft, bumpy forest floor under my feet smells of earth and fresh growth. The fading light filters through the trees, helping me avoid roots and other obstacles.

      Behind me, I hear cars braking and doors slamming. Men shout in frustration. They’ll be after me in no time. I need to move fast.

      Branches whip against my face as I sprint through the underbrush. My breath comes in short, sharp gasps. Every muscle strains. My legs are screaming for relief. But I keep running, propelling myself deeper into the forest. I can’t afford to slow down now.

      The angry voices of my pursuers grow fainter. I’ve put more distance between us.

      As I barrel deeper into the woods, the darkness closes in around me. Unable to run any longer, I slow down. The night is quiet, save for the rustling of leaves above and the occasional hoot of an owl. The forest floor feels soft beneath my hiking shoes. I’m grateful for the extra grip they provide on the moss-covered rocks and slippery roots that crisscross my path. As my heart rate returns to normal, so does my body temperature.

      I press on. The darkness makes it difficult to see more than a few feet in front of me. I strain my ears, listening for any sounds that might indicate I’m being followed. So far, that doesn’t seem to be the case. But I can’t afford to be complacent.

      Kurt won’t let me get away. His men will be back, in droves and accompanied by trained dogs. With my head start, and if I can walk for most of the night, I’ve bought myself a few hours—at best. Assuming we’re in the Chablais mountains, then I need to head southward. It should be a two-day trek from here to Mount Evor. Three, if my body doesn’t cooperate fully.

      Without a compass, I look for signs in the natural environment that could guide me. The moss on the trees is thicker on the north side, where the sun is blocked for most of the day. Determining my direction, I adjust my course.

      The moon emerges from behind the clouds. It casts a silvery glow over the trees and makes it easier to see my way. My feet and legs ache, but I keep moving. The air is cooling fast. The chill cuts through my cotton sweater, which is no match for an alpine night. At this altitude, even in early May, nighttime temperatures drop low enough to pose a threat. Without adequate clothing, if I don’t find shelter, I could end up in big trouble.

      I clench my teeth to stop them from chattering. I’m not on the brink of hypothermia yet, but I will be if I don’t devise some way to stay warm.

      The funny thing is, I long to pass out and die in these woods. There’s a strange contentment in envisioning myself resting here, on the forest floor, surrounded by nature, while the cold numbs my skin, chasing away my consciousness and silencing my breath. Given how badly I failed at my mission, and the cost of that failure for my country, my compatriots, and the royal family, I truly don’t mind if my life ends that way.

      What I strongly object to is if Kurt’s men hunt me down, unconscious but still alive. I can’t let that happen.

      I trudge on, but my body is approaching its limit. My mind, too. The crucial decision I’ll need to make soon requires more mental and physical force than I have left now. I need to rest.

      Looking around, I spot a tree with a thick trunk. With my bare hands, I dig a shallow trench in the ground by the base of the tree. Then I gather a few large branches and lean them against the trunk, to trap some of the heat and create a makeshift shelter. I add pine needles and fallen leaves to the floor before collapsing on top, drained of all energy.

      Not my best work, but it’ll do.

      Hunkering down inside the shelter, I curl my body into a tight ball, hoping to retain as much warmth as possible despite the cold seeping into my very bones.

      Luckily, Kurt’s men hadn’t taken my wristwatch. It doesn’t have an alarm function, but it’s backlit, which means I can keep track of time. Closing my eyes, I condition myself, like I used to do in the army.

      One hour of sleep. I will wake up in exactly one hour from now, at three.

      An owl hoots in the distance. The wind whistling through the trees sounds like a lullaby to me. I close my eyes, willing my body to stay warm as sleep pulls me under.

      When I wake up, it’s three. I’m dehydrated and hungry, but warm enough and, given the circumstances, in much better shape than an hour ago.

      Here’s to the restorative power of sleep!

      I get up and resume my trek through the dark woodland, southward, to the eastern Mont Blanc massif. At the junction between France, Switzerland, and Italy lies the rocky patch of land that is my sovereign country for now. Mount Evor is my ancestral home. Seven generations on my father’s side, and many more on my mother’s. That unique, old, and prosperous country will officially cease to exist on January 1 next year, split between its three greedy neighbors.

      Because I failed it.

      I’d been so sure I would bring the fifth key home! Way too sure. Although I didn’t expect the search to be a piece of cake, it had never, not once, occurred to me I’d be the first key seeker to botch up his sacred task.

      Charlie, my Key to the Key, was amazing throughout the adventure. Without her insights, I would’ve never been able to figure out where her mom may have taken what she believed to be Queen Charlotte’s key. Charlie, Adele, Hugues Pernoud, and the anonymous author of the manuscript had all been mistaken about the origin of the nine keys. Mélusine, whether she was a fairy or just an exceptional woman, couldn’t have made them and bequeathed them through generations down to Charlotte of France, who then gave them to her niece. Those keys were made in Mount Evor for the impenetrable vault.

      But, mistaken or not, Charlie upheld her side of the deal. She found the key. That she sent me that unfortunate text was my fault. I should’ve instructed her not to contact me unless her life was in danger. She had no idea what we were up against, what kind of power Kurt Ozzi wields, and how far he’s prepared to go. That he was able to track us down and intercept the key is on me, and me alone.

      In a sudden flash of clarity, my decision is made.

      I’m not going back to Mount Evor. The dishonor of my failure would make it impossible for me to live there and look people in the eye, especially the royals. Nor do I wish to resettle and start afresh somewhere else. One can run, but one can’t hide from oneself.

      There’s no point in dallying any further when I know what I must do. Besides, every additional hour I’m alive in these woods only increases the risk that Kurt’s men recapture me.

      My disappearance would deal a heavy blow to my parents. I can’t begin to imagine what they’d go through, losing me all over again—this time for good. But I have no choice.

      Mom, Dad, forgive me!

      The good news is that it’s easy to die in the mountains. The even better news is that I’m in the Alps, close to home. This setting could’ve easily been Mount Evor. I couldn’t dream of a more perfect resting place. All I need to do is find a suitable cliff.

      It won’t be a glorious exit. But it will allow me to wash off some of my disgrace. That’s all I care about now.

      Really, Darrel? No, of course not. There’s someone else that I care about. I’d tried to banish her from my mind for the last twenty-four hours, but she’s back with a vengeance now.

      Stella Jezequel. Her big brown eyes. Her candidness. Her subtle humor. Her delicious form. The unbearable sweetness of her. The way she gasped when I entered her. Her moans of pleasure as I sheathed myself deep inside her and we began to move together. The intoxicating eagerness with which she welcomed me, held me, kissed me, made love to me.

      Had I chosen to run and live in some remote part of the world, I would’ve asked Stella to come away with me.

      That realization clobbers me into an uncomprehending stupor. I’ve never been into younger women. This thing I’m feeling for her, this profound longing, it has nothing to do with her age. In fact, the opposite is true. I’m feeling it despite her age, and despite her being the daughter of the deranged couple who nearly killed me.

      But she’s so much more than that! She was my guardian angel throughout my captivity. She’s the woman who saved my life. The only woman in my sexual fantasies. The only woman on my mind, period.

      I do like Charlie. I sincerely believed she was the one for me. But Stella had gotten there first, and she won’t be dislodged. By the time I met Charlie, my brown-eyed wilding had already laid claim to my heart. More than a claim. She’d gone and barricaded herself in it.

      That is why, with all her legitimacy as my Key to the Key, with all her beauty, and all my goodwill, Charlie never stood a chance.

      It is during that distressing bit of introspection that I notice a thinning of the trees around me. A distant rush of a water reaches my ears from my left. It’s quiet on my right. Heading in that direction, I see a cliff. I approach its edge. Not bad! The cliff is high and overlooks a rocky ravine, similar to the crevice I fell into after my parachute jump. Except this one is deeper. Much deeper. If I step over the edge of this cliff, there’s no surviving that fall.

      The wind is stronger here with nothing to break it. I stare down into the abyss. It beckons, offering the way out that I long for. The idea of ending it all right here, right now, before Kurt’s sidekicks get to me grows more appealing by the second.

      To quote the man himself, why delay the inevitable?

      I keep staring down, my fists clenched, the darkness below mirroring the gloom inside me. The wind tears at my clothes, urging me to jump and whispering that a knight’s honor demands it, that my parents, siblings, and friends will understand that I have no commitments holding me back.

      For fuck’s sake, Darrel, do it, already!
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      No commitments? Are you sure about that?

      What about my promise to Stella that I’d return in a week’s time to check on her? I made sure she understood it wasn’t a romantic commitment, but that doesn’t change the fact that I gave her my word. A knight’s word.

      She’ll be waiting for me. When I don’t turn up next Wednesday, she’ll come up with all sorts of excuses for me and wait longer. It’ll take another week, even a month, until she’ll concede that I’m not coming. She’ll feel betrayed. Samson might inform her that I’d disappeared, but will she believe him? All she’ll know will be that everyone she ever cared for—from her parents to her ex-fiancé to me—lied to her and let her down.

      What if she concludes it’s because of her? That something’s wrong with her, that something about her brings out the worst in people? I can’t let her think that!

      And what if in her distress she refuses the MESS protection I arranged for her?

      With a deep, shuddering breath, I take a step back from the edge of the cliff. My inglorious ending can wait a bit. I need to get to a phone and call Stella. I know her number by heart. Years ago, during my training to join the Royal Security Service I acquired the habit of using my brain rather than the cloud to back up sensitive contacts.

      I’m so glad about it now!

      As for finding a phone to call from, this is Switzerland, one of the most densely populated countries in the world. There’s no real wilderness here. I’m bound to stumble upon a village, hamlet, or ski resort within an hour or two if I follow a stream.

      What will I say to Stella? I’ll warn her not to expect me next week, or later, due to force majeure. I’ll do all I can to convince her that I’m breaking my word because of exigent circumstances, and not because I don’t care about her. I’ll make sure she agrees to keep the protective measures I put in place until MESS analysts confirm that her parents aren’t a threat to her.

      Once I have her word, I’ll come back here and finish my little undertaking.

      I head toward the sound of the gurgling water, my feet crunching on twigs as I push through the underbrush. When I reach the mountain stream, I drink, and then follow its course, hoping it will lead me to a more accessible area where I might find people, and more importantly, a phone. The water, babbling and cascading over smooth rocks, is my constant companion as I make my way downhill.

      The first light of dawn slowly illuminates the treetops.

      The terrain begins to change as I continue my descent. The forest floor becomes less cluttered, making it easier for me to navigate. Patches of sky peek out at me through the canopy above me. As I keep following the stream, I notice signs of human presence. In the almost magical light filtering through the trees, a footpath appears beside the water.

      It’s ironic how beautiful the world looks on your last day in it.

      Another hundred or so meters downstream, I spot the outlines of tire tracks in the muddy ground. A few minutes later, a village comes into view. Like most villages in Savoie, especially on the Swiss side, it exudes rustic charm and tranquility.

      Boosted by a renewed sense of purpose, I pick up pace as I cross a lush green meadow speckled with wildflowers, and practically jog toward the houses. The street signs inform me I’m in Morgins. It has everything you’d expect from a village in the Alps. Traditional wooden chalets line the streets, their balconies decorated with colorful flowers. A rooster sings. The surrounding mountains, with their snowcapped peaks, provide a majestic backdrop.

      The village is waking up. Soft golden light spills from some of the windows. Here and there, doors creak open, and people emerge. The gentle sound of cowbells echoes in the distance. Someone’s herding livestock to grazing pastures.

      Given my ragged look, I hesitate to knock on any doors or approach any of the people that come out. Also, on the off chance that Kurt is monitoring who calls Stella, I’d rather not contact her from somebody’s private line and put them at risk.

      My stealthy tour of the Morgins reveals that it doesn’t have a police station. On the plus side, I didn’t see Kurt’s men anywhere. They must be combing the forest. My other promising discovery is that the village has a post office inside a supermarket.

      I stay hidden until it opens at seven, and go in.

      Problem is Kurt’s men took my wallet when they searched me. Fortunately, there’s a workaround. The postmaster informs me I can place a reverse charge call to a French cell phone number. Without wasting another second, I dial Stella’s.

      She picks up at once. “Oui, allô?”

      “It’s me, Darrel.”

      “Darrel? What are you…? Where are you now? Are you all right?!”

      “Yes. Are you? I’m just calling to warn you that I won’t—”

      “Listen,” she interrupts me, her voice hot and urgent, “Your colleague, Samson, he knocked on my door late last night and relayed an important message for you.”

      “What message?”

      “He said in case you reach out, I must tell you that they have the key.”

      That can’t be. There is no way MESS or Nikolai’s squad could’ve found and attacked Kurt’s convoy and intercepted the key!

      Stella carries on, “He told me I must persuade you to call Theodor, who will explain everything. Will you call him?”

      While I still don’t see how they were able to snatch the key from Kurt, a seed of doubt has been planted.

      “I will,” I say to her. “You have my word.”

      We hang up, and I make a second collect call to Theodor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            DARREL

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I step out of my bank and pause for a moment at the top of the stairs, gazing at the blue sky and breathing in the fragrant spring air of Pombrio. It’s been a month since I stood at the edge of a cliff, ready to check out. But then Stella saved my life. Again.

      When I called Theodor, his relief that I was alive—and free—was immense. He assured me that the info about the key wasn’t a ruse to pull me back from the brink. He told me that as soon as Kurt’s helicopter had taken off, Charlie had sent all the pics she’d snapped to Arthur Rosace. She’d even made a video while I held the key by its shaft and rotated it!

      Charlie had told herself that her “documentation” might serve a purpose in the absence of the actual key and help me somehow.

      The PI immediately forwarded Charlie’s files to Nikolai who passed them on to the royals. Without delay, Prince Theodor invited the principality’s best locksmith to the royal palace and tasked him with reproducing a key from Charlie’s video and photographs. The quality was good, and all the angles covered enough to capture the key’s details clearly and accurately.

      Using top-notch software, the locksmith was able to extract the key’s measurements and create a precise 3D model. He then made a key from it, focusing solely on the bit, and leaving the shaft and the head plain for now. That key fit into one of the interconnected locks.

      The mission to retrieve the fifth key had been a success. Kurt hadn’t won this round. We had.

      I waited in Morgins, shaken and still doubting, until a helicopter from Mount Evor picked me up and delivered me to my parents’ house in Pombrio. As soon as I was fed and presentable again, I went to the palace. Theodor personally took me to the impenetrable vault and invited me to insert the brand-new key into the lock.

      Lo and behold, it fit!

      After the exhilaration of the moment subsided, I said to him, “There’s one aspect that doesn’t make sense.”

      “That the key was made by the fairy Mélusine? I think it’s a marvelous story!” Theodor smiled.

      The soon-to-be dad smiles a lot more than he used to these days.

      “I think so, too,” I said. “It isn’t the fictional Mélusine story that bothers me. It’s the one linked to Queen Charlotte of France. It sounds plausible, but I don’t see how the Montevor keys, made for the Montevor vault, could’ve belonged to a French queen.”

      He squinted his good eye at me. “Do you recall the part of the story in Charlotte Gotteland’s manuscript where Queen Charlotte gives the keys to her niece instead of her own daughter?”

      “Of course, Your Highness.”

      “That niece’s name was Jeanne de Malafosse. Years later in 1479, Jeanne married Hugh, the Valois-Montevor crown prince, and joined him in Mount Evor.”

      “And brought the keys with her!”

      He nodded. “Our historians thought that the nine keys had been made for the vault in the seventeenth or eighteenth century. But they’re older than that. And the vault’s interconnected locks that were made to fit the keys, not the other way around.”

      “Does that mean that the keys were made in France, for the House of Lusignan?”

      “That’s the prevailing theory now,” he confirmed. “Jeanne de Malafosse brought them to Château des Neiges in 1479. Then, in the 1790s, when the French Revolution threatened to spread to Mount Evor, the keys were sent abroad again, separately this time, to ensure that the documents in the vault didn’t fall into the wrong hands.”

      Incredible as it is, Charlie’s mom wasn’t wrong in attributing the keys’ ownership to Queen Charlotte!

      I spent the rest of the day in debriefings at MESS, the PM’s office and the royal palace, and the evening with my parents. Stella had her appointment with Dr. Biel. I called as soon as she was done. She was ecstatic. Dr. Biel had been adamant that Stella didn’t suffer from DID, or any other mental disorder. Any lingering issues she might have after everything she’s been through recently, and all the shocking stuff she’s learned about her folks will clear with behavioral therapy and time.

      On Friday, I was offered the position of head of Royal Security. It’s a very high-level post, with only Adam, the PM, and Prince Richard above me. I’d have the authority to overrule all other royals, including my former boss, Crown Prince Theodor, on any matter pertaining to their safety. The offer was an unhoped-for honor. I said I’d give my answer on Monday.

      Over the weekend, I took part in back-to-back meetings, celebratory dinners, and ceremonies. My Key to the Key, Charlie, was flown into Pombrio. After she signed the draconian nondisclosure agreement, Adam personally read her in, and Prince Richard made her Lady of the Order of the Brassiere.

      Unfortunately, he refused clearance and entry to Stella, despite my vouching for her. Both Adam and the PM had advised him to refuse her. Not knowing Stella like I do, I might’ve counseled the same if I had been in their shoes.

      But that doesn’t make his decision any less catastrophic for me. She can’t come and live with me in Mount Evor. She can’t even know my country exists!

      During the various events held over the weekend, the royals—especially Princess Felicia—were surprised to see that Charlie and I had become friends, but nothing more. At the royal dinner on Saturday, Princess Felicia told me she’s been thinking about it. Her visions, she told me, show the past. They don’t predetermine the future. The fact that the key seekers before me ended up with their Key to the Key doesn’t mean I must, too.

      When Stella was denied clearance, I was told that nothing prevented me from spending my weekends and vacations with her. Haute-Savoie is only three hours’ drive from Pombrio.

      It’s true. It’s also true that when you realize that you’re in love, deeply and desperately, you want more than the weekends. With that in mind, I went to my bank this morning to see if the royals had given me a bonus for my part as a key seeker. They had, and a very nice one, too.

      But that wasn’t the unexpected part.

      It turns out you can amass a fortune over twenty years, without ever bothering to check how much money you have in your accounts. There are requirements, of course. You must have a high salary, no time to spend anything because you’re married to your job, and a talented financial planner to make good investments for you. All the requirements were met in my case.

      A chunk of my money is tied in shares, art, and gold. I didn’t touch it. The rest was transferred to my bank’s French branch. I was told that, provided I didn’t squander what I have, I wouldn’t need to work another day in my life, if I didn’t want to.

      Obviously, I do want to work. But I might decide to do something different than before. Or, if I stay in security, I might start my own company. For that, I’d need to learn how to run a business. Being able to take the time to think and acquire new skills is a luxury I can afford. And it feels great!

      Filling my lungs with air, I descend the steps, and head to my car parked down the street.

      Tomorrow morning, I’m traveling to France. I intend to live there with Stella. I haven’t told her about my decision yet, or about my feelings. That’s for tomorrow when I see her. If she feels the same way about me, we could settle in Annecy, or another town of Haute-Savoie, or another region. Anywhere she wants. I hope we’ll start a family when she’s ready.

      I also hope that one day, Prince Richard will change his mind about letting Stella in.

      And if he never does? If I end up living in exile for the rest of my days?

      Then so be it.
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      I open the door and Darrel steps into my new hotel room. I mean, his new hotel room. We spoke on the phone an hour ago. Since then, I’ve put on my sexy cocktail dress, felt silly because it’s midmorning, changed into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, felt underdressed, swapped my T-shirt for a flirtier blouse, and applied mascara.

      He shuts the door and stands before me—tall, strong, and heart-stoppingly handsome. True to his word, he showed up on the day he said he would.

      It’s only been a week without him. It felt much longer, though. I’ve never felt as lonely as after he went away last Wednesday, after making it clear I shouldn’t expect a relationship. He was incommunicado for the rest of the day. Late in the evening, I knew something was wrong, not because he hadn’t been in touch but because Samson came by my room with a bizarre message to relay to Darrel, should he call. I couldn’t sleep until three in the morning. And then, at seven, Darrel called me, and I passed on the message.

      Since then, he’s called me daily. Nothing romantic—he’d just ask about my day, or tell me I’d be moving to a new hotel, or inform me my security detail included a second man in addition to Samson from now on, or ask me to use the fake ID card they gave me and refusing to tell me why.

      It goes without saying that I don’t like any of it. But the part I hate most is knowing next to nothing about him.

      “May I come in?” he asks, pointing toward the sitting area.

      I realize we’re still in the entryway. “Of course! Make yourself at home!”

      It’s cheeky, seeing as he’s paying for it all, but it makes him smile.

      I lead him to the small sofa in the corner of the room, but I forget to invite him to sit down. Instead, I just look at him, and look, and look. I can’t get enough. The sight of his blue eyes, thick reddish hair and his tall, hardy form wreak havoc on me. I’d planned on acting all mature and maintaining a dignified composure, but my plans fly out the window.

      Before I know it, I’m throwing myself into his embrace. My arms wrap around his neck. I bury my face against his broad chest and inhale deeply, breathing in his familiar scent.

      What follows is a hard, sultry kiss that makes my knees weak. My mind goes blank. For a few precious moments, it’s just the two of us in the world with his lips on mine and our tongues dancing together. I feel the heat of his body and the strength of his arms as they hold me tight. My heart swells.

      When we break away, his eyes hold all the emotions he denied me the morning he left.

      “I missed you,” I whisper, still a bit dazed from the kiss.

      “I’m glad to hear it!”

      I blink. “Are you allowed to say that in reply to ‘I missed you’?”

      “No,” he concedes. “Romantically, it was a gaffe. I should’ve said ‘I missed you, too’.”

      “Did you miss me?”

      “Very much.”

      “Good.”

      He takes a breath, looking like someone preparing to say something important. Something like, I really like you, but my job is incompatible with a relationship.

      I don’t want to hear it! Not yet, not so soon after he came back. If he hasn’t said it, there’s hope, and I want to cling to it a little longer.

      As he’s opening his mouth to speak, I jump in, “I have something important to tell you.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “I called my parents last Thursday, after my session with Dr. Biel.”

      “You didn’t mention it over the phone.”

      “I wanted to tell you in person.”

      He retreats to the sofa and sits down, his features hardening. “What did you say to them?”

      “I gave them a week to tell the police the truth about Ivo Georgiev’s death and where they dumped his remains.”

      His gaze bores into mine, steady and intense. “And if they don’t?”

      “Then I’ll report them.”

      “Stella—”

      I cut in before he chides me, “I figured that if I was going to do this, then I should do it now while I’m so well protected. They can’t kidnap me, drug me, and mess with my mind again. I’m beyond their reach!”

      “What moved you to take that step?” he asks. “I thought you’d forgiven them.”

      “I had, but it’s been bugging me. After my second therapy session, I realized why.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was being selfish.”

      He frowns. “Nonsense!”

      “Maybe self-centered would be a better word.” I sit down next to him. “Hear me out. I saw myself as the victim.”

      “Because that’s what you were.”

      I shake my head. “I was collateral damage. My parents’ real victim was a young Bulgarian man, Ivo Georgiev. Their ridiculous cult cost him a lot more than it cost me. Unlike me, or you, for that matter, Ivo didn’t make it out alive.”

      Darrel sits back and nods slowly.

      “Ivo’s poor parents are still searching for his body,” I remind him. “They deserve to know what happened to their son. I, as a Jezequel, owe it to them. I owe them the chance to find his remains and bury him. To say goodbye. To get closure.”

      He says nothing, but his eyes tell me he can see my point.

      “It’s up to Ivo’s parents to decide if they can forgive Mom, Dad, and the Bauds,” I add. “I have no right to do that on their behalf.”

      “Your parents will probably serve time.”

      “I know.”

      He nods. “I just wanted to make sure you did.”

      “Do you think I betrayed them?”

      “No,” he says firmly. “I think you gave their souls a chance.”

      An immense wave of relief washes over me at those words.

      He takes my hand. “Stella, I’m staying.”

      The statement is so unexpected that I lose my tongue.

      He smiles at my stupefaction. “I’d like to live with you, if that’s agreeable.”

      I shut my gaping mouth and narrow my eyes. “What, just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      “What about your supersecret super-important job?”

      “I was offered a big promotion last week.”

      “When will you start?”

      “Never,” he says. “I quit.”

      My capacity for speech fails me once again.

      Darrel strokes my hand, gazing at me with so much tenderness that my heart almost stops.

      Did he quit to be with me? No, that can’t be. That would be too good to be true. I can’t let myself think that.

      He scoots closer. “I quit my job so I can be with you. That’s what I was going to tell you earlier. I love you, Stella.”

      Way, waaay too good to be true!

      “All my life,” I say, “I’ve been lied to by the people I loved. It was all fake—my memories, my DID, my engagement—every fucking thing!” I draw in a breath. “Please be careful when you make declarations like that!”

      “It’s the truth, Stella.”

      For a long moment, neither of us speaks.

      I turn my body to face him. “All right, then tell me who you really are, where you’re from, what kind of people you worked for, who your parents are. Even if they’re mobsters. You can tell me.”

      He cocks his head. “Are you allowed to say that in reply to a man who just declared his feelings?”

      “You’re deflecting.”

      His chest rises slowly and falls. “Here’s what I can tell you. My former employer has nothing to do with the mafia. I’ve never been married. You already know that I’m a knight, ex-military, ex-bodyguard. Darrel Vlovsky is my real name.”

      I stare at him long and hard.

      He holds my gaze.

      “Darrel Vlovsky,” I say, “I’ve loved you since we kissed in my parents’ basement, and I think you know it.”

      “It’s still nice to hear you say it.”

      Cheeky bastard! “Were those things really all you can tell me about yourself?”

      He grimaces like it’s paining him. “Yes.”

      “So, you’re suggesting I live with a man who knows all my secrets, but is refusing to share his?”

      He cups my face and leans down. “I’d love to, and I would if I could.”

      The funny thing is, I believe him.

      I move closer, so that our lips are millimeters apart. “Then so be it.”
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        Charlotte of Savoy (later Queen Charlotte of France), King Louis XI, and Anne of Cyprus are real historical figures. The castles and ruins described in this book are real, too.

      

        

      
        Charlotte’s niece Jeanne de Malafosse is a fictional character.

      

        

      
        The legend of the fairy Mélusine exists in many iterations in several European countries. For this novel, I drew on the French and Luxembourgish variants.
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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoyed “A Knight on the Rocks”! The next book in the saga, “Kiss Me, Princess” will be in a few months.

      

        

      
        If you wish, you can preorder it by clicking here.

      

      

      
        
        Have you read the first series of rom-coms in the Montevor Royals saga?

      

        

      
        Start now with "The Boss Prince” (It’s Raining Royals, #1)!
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        The week I got fired, I landed a great job in Paris.

        The bad news?

        My boss, Max Delaroche, looks like a remastered Greek god, as dazzling as the alarm in my head.

        Whoop, whoop, whoop! Run, Lucie, run!

      

        

      
        But the man intrigues me.

        He has no office savvy. He skips important staff meetings because they bore him to death. He won’t say where he’s from.

        Instead, he keeps staring at me like he’s on a treasure hunt... and I am the map.

      

        

      
        Who is this guy?

        Could he be an undercover cop investigating us?

        Haha. I’m très hilarious.

        If a cop can afford bespoke suits, then I’m a princess.

        You shall call me Your Royal Highness, Lucie la Magnifique!

      

      

      
        
        Click here to get it on Amazon

      

      

      
        
        or read an excerpt from the heroine’s delightfully weird job interview, where she meets her future boss.

      

        

      
        You’ll find it after the full list of my books and series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY ALIX NICHOLS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ROMANTIC COMEDIES

      

        

      
        The Montevor Royals Saga (ongoing)

        Protective and sinfully sexy royals.

        Feisty heroines. A country at stake.

        Mystery, twists, and wickedly hot scenes…

      

        

      
        It’s Raining Royals

        The Boss Prince

        The Surprise Prince

        The Beast Prince

        A Royal for Christmas (standalone)

      

        

      
        What the Royals Want

        The Grumpy Count

        A Knight on the Rocks

        Kiss Me, Princess

      

        

      
        The Darcy Brothers (complete series)

        Follow stuck-up Sebastian, bad-boy Raphael and vengeful Noah as each meets his match where he least expects to, and falls madly in love!

      

        

      
        Find You in Paris

        Raphael’s Fling

        The Perfect Catch

        Clarissa and the Cowboy (companion novella)

      

        

      
        Complete Series Box Set

      

        

      
        Playing to Win (complete series)

        3 hunky French athletes.

        3 passionate women who fall under their spell.

        3 hot and tender love stories.

      

        

      
        Playing with Fire

        Playing for Keeps

        Playing Dirty

      

        

      
        Complete Series Box Set

      

        

      
        La Bohème (complete series)

        Escape to a delightful Parisian café and join a group of friends as they find love, friendship, and hope in the City of Light.

      

        

      
        What If It’s Love?

        Falling for Emma

        Under My Skin

        Winter’s Gift

        You’re the One

        (companion novella, free to newsletter subscribers)

        Amanda’s Guide to Love

        An Autumn in Paris

        The Devil’s Own Chloe

      

      

      
        
        ROMANTIC FANTASY

      

        

      
        Keepers of Xereill (complete series within a broader saga)

        Heroines who come into their own.

        Heroes who fight hard, and love harder.

        Passion that defies the stars.

      

        

      
        The Enforcer’s Lady  (prequel novella)

        1. The Traitor’s Bride

        2. The Commander’s Captive

        3. The Dragon’s Woman

        4. The Samurai’s Lover

        5. The Vestal’s Steward
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IT’S RAINING ROYALS, BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lucie

      

      

      A surprisingly large group of people observe me from the other side of a long table in the middle of the room. I say hello, wondering why so many busy managers would show up to grill an applicant for a “junior consultant” post. Maybe it’s part of the company culture. Or maybe they aren’t that busy.

      One after another, they introduce themselves—head of Human Resources… senior expert at Research, Analysis and Guesswork… head of Internal Oversight and Foresight… director of Urban Fieldwork… Their voices and faces fuse into a garbled smudge. It seems to me there’s something slightly off with this lot’s job titles, but I can’t quite pinpoint what.

      One of them invites me to sit down.

      Lowering myself into the sole chair on my side of the interrogation table—I mean, interview table—I do my best to look relaxed and focused as I imagine an accomplished and self-confident professional would.

      Bright smile, thoughtful stare. Bright smile, thoughtful stare.

      Hmm, not sure I’m doing this right…

      The room is eerily silent. The senior managers and department heads eyeball me with an unhealthy curiosity that unsettles me. To avoid their gazes, I look past them, out the window, where puffy white clouds blanket the sky like a backlit duvet.

      Fortunately, someone in the blur of suits and faces picks up their Evian bottle and drinks noisily. Glug. Glug. Glug. The gurgle of water breaks the intensity of the moment and puts an end to the panel’s intimidating inspection of me.

      Remembering how to breathe, I steal a glance at the loud drinker.

      Wow, he’s handsome! In his early thirties, the man is toned, tall and firm jawed. His sensational suit is cut from a deluxe wool cloth that Mom would kill to have a roll of in the shop. She’d have no use for it because it’s the wrong kind of fabric for a fan, but she’d want it anyway so she can eye and touch it to her heart’s content.

      We’re still talking about Mom and the suit, right? Not about Lucie and the loud drinker in that suit?

      Just checking.

      The man wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, sets his bottle on the table, and locks his unbelievable cobalt blue eyes on me.

      The panel members open their laptops and rustle their papers.

      A silver-haired woman speaks first. “Tell us, Lucie, would you rather ride a giraffe to work or an elephant?”

      What?

      I glance at the other interviewers, but all of them look dead serious. All right, then.

      “My first choice would be an electric scooter,” I say. “But if only a giraffe and an elephant are available, then I’ll assume I’m working in a wildlife reserve. In which case, I’ll go for an elephant.”

      “Why?” she asks.

      “On the off chance he can fly like Dumbo.”

      Damn! I should’ve given a practical reason, something like the giraffe’s back being too steep. This is not the time or the place for lame jokes, Lucie!

      The woman makes a note on her computer. I bet she typed “impertinent fool.”

      Leaning back in his chair, the hottie studies my face. Is it me, or did his lips curve up into a fleeting smile?

      A stocky middle-aged man fires the next question. “If a plane crashed on the border between France and Italy, where would they bury the survivors?”

      Is the entire interview going to be like this? Aren’t they going to ask me about my professional experiences or my skill set, which is supposed to be the reason I’m here?

      “It would be very cruel to bury the survivors,” I say. “Don’t you think?”

      Outside the window the clouds part, creating a hole. A powerful sunray shoots down through the gap, right into the hottie’s left eye. He shuts it and keeps peering at me with his right eye.

      “Let’s talk about your long-term and short-term life goals,” a stocky man says. “Where do you see yourself in five years?”

      Ah, finally, a reasonable question!

      This is my last chance. Forget about honesty. Give them the answer they expect from an applicant who isn’t too dumb to live.

      I school my features into a serene expression. “I hope to be doing something in the field of neat and diligent heritage conservation, building upon the experience I will hopefully acquire at MINDFUCH, if you hire me.”

      Well done!

      The hottie shifts to avoid the glare of the afternoon sun, which is now blinding both of his eyes.

      “What about a year from now?” he asks.

      “I see myself at MINDFUCH,” I say brightly. “Your organization is such a perfect fit for my skills that I would love to stay on and grow within it.”

      Phew. I feel drained from so much effort to say what I think they think I should say. Let’s hope they’re done with this line of questioning.

      “Where do you see yourself in an hour from now, when you walk out of this room?” the stocky man asks.

      Oh no! They plan to keep at it for another hour?

      “Um…” I wince apologetically. “I see myself in the restroom if possible.”

      Am I the only one around this table hearing the call of nature?

      There’s a noise that sounds like a suppressed laugh from Mr. Handsome’s end. The gap in the blanket of clouds has grown bigger, the sunray stronger, and the room warmer.

      Placing his folder on the table for a moment, he removes his million-euro jacket and his silk Hermès tie.

      Ooh-la-la!

      I nearly whistle at the sight of his V-shaped, muscular-yet-lean upper body. In his crisp white shirt and slate pants, his hair dark and his eyes blue, the man is graceful like a big cat, suave and much too sexy to be allowed anywhere near an interview panel.

      He whispers something in the silver-haired woman’s ear, who then leans over to the stocky guy and whispers in his ear. They continue their “telephone game” until the last remaining pair of ears has been made privy to whatever the hottie said.

      The silver-haired woman shuts her laptop. “We won’t torture you any longer, Mademoiselle Laborde. You’re hired.”

      I must’ve misheard.

      She pulls a document out of her folder and pushes it in front of me. “We’ll need you to sign this confidentiality agreement before you sign the consultancy contract. If the first month goes well, we’ll consider an extension.”

      Too staggered to say anything, I skim the three-page agreement. It says in a nutshell that I am to keep the details of my future work and special assignments secret. If I reveal anything, even to a family member, I consent to pay a six-figure fine.

      I’ve come this far…

      We sign the papers, shake hands, and say goodbye. I start on Monday. Living with my mom at twenty-six doesn’t make me proud, but it makes moving to another city for a month or more much easier than if I were renting. MINDFUCH will pay for my hotel room for the duration of the initial contract in addition to my salary.

      Is that amazing or what?

      I rush to the restroom at the end of the corridor. When I’m done, I head to the elevator area and press the down triangle. Which reminds me how my best friend Jen asked if the building had elevators the moment I told her about my upcoming job interview. The fiend! One drunken confession about elevator sex being my hottest fantasy, and she’ll keep finding ways to bring that up until the end of time…

      The elevator arrives and I walk in. Just before its sliding doors touch, someone sticks a hand in the narrow space between the doors. They reopen.

      The hottie from the interview panel, wearing his suit jacket and tie once again, steps in.

      “Ground floor, I presume?” he asks in his deep, caressing voice.

      I nod, spaced by the scent, sight, and sound of him.

      “My name is Maximilian Delaroche,” he says. “Please, call me Max.”

      “Delighted!”

      Yikes. Why did I say that? Who says that anymore?

      He magnanimously ignores my cringeworthy response. “I am the head of the Very Special Assignments Department and your immediate supervisor.”

      “Splendid.”

      Did I just say “splendid”?

      Please shoot me now.

      
        
        END OF PREVIEW

      

        

      
        Click to grab THE BOSS PRINCE on Kindle or Kindle Unlimited
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