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Camille’s POV

I was going to tell my husband I was pregnant after his speech.

That was the plan.

Smile for the cameras. Stand beside him like the perfect wife. Let Paris watch Lucien Bellerose win another award, shake another hand, buy another room with one quiet smile.

Then, when the music softened and the champagne stopped flowing, I would take him to the balcony of the Grand Velmont Hotel, press the small black velvet box into his palm, and say the words I had dreamed of saying for seven years.

You’re going to be a father.

My hand tightened around the box inside my silver clutch.

“Camille?”

I turned.

Sebastian Rourke stood beside the marble column, looking too calm for a man who had just flown from London and walked into a room full of people who enjoyed eating each other alive.

“Sebastian.” I smiled because I had to. “You came.”

“You invited me.”

“I invited half of Europe. Most came for Lucien.”

“I came for you.”

The words were soft, but they landed hard.

I looked past him quickly. Lucien was near the stage, surrounded by board members, investors, and women in diamonds. His black tuxedo fit him like power had been tailored into cloth. His dark hair was brushed back. His hand held a glass he had not touched all night.

He laughed at something one of the investors said.

My heart still moved toward that laugh.

Even after seven years.

Even after the cold dinners, the missed calls, the long silences, the separate bedrooms we never explained to anyone.

Even after the almost-divorce five years ago that no one in this room knew about.

Sebastian watched my face.

“You still look at him like he is the only man in the room,” he said.

I forced a small laugh. “He is my husband.”

“That was not what I said.”

“Sebastian.”

“I know.” He lifted both hands. “I will behave.”

“Good.”

“For now.”

I shook my head, but I could not stop the tired smile that came.

Sebastian had been my friend before Lucien became my husband. He had loved me quietly once. Maybe he still did. He never said it in a way that made me run, but he had a way of standing too close to the truth.

“You look pale,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“You have not touched your champagne.”

“I don’t like this brand.”

“You love this brand.”

“Then maybe I changed.”

His eyes dropped to my clutch. “Or maybe there is a reason.”

My smile died.

“Camille?”

I pulled the clutch closer to my stomach. “Do not ask me that here.”

His face softened. “Is it good news?”

Before I could answer, a bright voice cut between us.

“There she is. The perfect wife.”

My sister, Bianca Arden, stepped into the light with her son beside her.

Nico held her hand with one hand and clutched a small toy car with the other. He wore a tiny navy suit and looked more tired than any four-year-old should look at a gala.

Bianca wore red.

Of course she did.

Red lips. Red dress. Red nails. Red like a warning everyone else refused to read.

“Bianca,” I said.

She kissed the air beside my cheek. “You look beautiful, Camille. Cold, but beautiful.”

Sebastian’s jaw tightened.

“Bianca,” he said, his voice flat.

“Sebastian Rourke.” She smiled at him. “Still following my sister around after all these years?”

“I was invited.”

“So was I.” She looked at me again. “Family should be here for Lucien tonight.”

I glanced down at Nico. “He looks tired.”

“He wanted to see his uncle give his big speech.”

Uncle.

The word should have meant nothing.

It should have been simple.

But something in Bianca’s eyes made it ugly.

I crouched in front of Nico. “Hi, sweetheart.”

He gave me a weak smile. “Hi, Aunt Camille.”

“You should be in bed with cartoons and hot chocolate.”

“Mama said this is important.”

I looked up at Bianca. “He is four.”

“He is strong.”

“He looks sick.”

“He is just tired. Stop making everything heavy.”

Sebastian stepped closer. “The boy needs rest.”

Bianca’s smile turned sharp. “And you need to remember you are not family.”

“That is enough,” I said.

Bianca’s gaze dropped to my clutch. “Still carrying little secrets in expensive bags?”

My blood went cold.

“What does that mean?”

She lifted one shoulder. “Nothing. You are always so serious.”

Across the room, applause began.

Lucien was walking toward the stage.

The lights dimmed. A golden glow covered the ballroom. Crystal chandeliers burned above us. Camera flashes blinked near the front. The string quartet stopped, and the host took the microphone.

“Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we honor the man who turned Bellerose Group from a family company into a global empire. Please welcome Mr. Lucien Bellerose.”

The room clapped louder.

Bianca released Nico’s hand and clapped too hard.

Nico swayed.

I touched his shoulder. “Nico?”

He blinked up at me. “I’m dizzy.”

My chest tightened. “Bianca.”

She did not look at him. She was watching Lucien.

“Bianca,” I said louder.

“What?”

“Nico is not well.”

“He is fine.”

Nico’s toy car fell from his hand.

Then his small body folded.

“Nico!” I caught him before his head hit the marble floor.

The room screamed.

Bianca turned white. “Nico? Nico, baby?”

I pressed my fingers to his neck. “He has a pulse. Someone call an ambulance!”

The music stopped.

Lucien jumped from the stage.

“Move!” he shouted.

People scattered as he ran toward us. I had seen Lucien angry. I had seen him cold. I had seen him close a billion-euro deal with one look.

I had never seen fear break his face like that.

He dropped beside us. “What happened?”

“He collapsed,” I said. “He said he was dizzy.”

Lucien touched Nico’s cheek. His hand shook.

Bianca grabbed Lucien’s arm. “Do something.”

“I called emergency services,” Sebastian said, phone to his ear. “They are two minutes away.”

Lucien looked at Bianca. “Has he been sick?”

“No.”

“Bianca.”

“No, I said.”

I picked up Nico’s toy car and placed it in his limp hand. “Stay with us, sweetheart. Stay with us.”

Lucien looked at me then. For one small second, the noise vanished.

“Camille,” he said.

“I’m here.”

His eyes dropped to my clutch, then to my stomach, then back to my face.

I wanted to tell him.

Even then.

Even with our nephew on the floor between us, even with my sister crying beside him, even with the whole room watching us.

I wanted to say, Lucien, I think we finally have our miracle.

But Nico made a small choking sound.

The moment died.

The ambulance came fast. Too fast and not fast enough.

Bianca climbed in with Nico, but she grabbed Lucien’s sleeve before he could step back.

“Come with us,” she begged.

I stood frozen beside them.

Lucien looked at me.

I waited.

One breath.

Two.

Then Bianca sobbed, “Please, Lucien. He needs you.”

Lucien’s face twisted. “Camille, I—”

“Go,” I said.

He hesitated.

“Go,” I repeated. “He is a child.”

Lucien climbed into the ambulance.

The doors closed.

And I stood there in my silver gown while the cameras took pictures of my husband leaving with my sister.

Sebastian came to my side. “Camille.”

“Do not say it.”

“I have a car outside.”

“I said do not say it.”

He took off his black coat and placed it around my shoulders. “Then I will drive.”

I looked at the hotel entrance, where the ambulance lights flashed red and blue against the glass.

My clutch felt too heavy now.

The little box inside it felt like a cruel joke.

“I need to go to the hospital,” I said.

“I know.”

As we walked out, I heard whispers.

“Is that her sister?”

“Why did Lucien go with Bianca?”

“Poor Camille.”

I kept my head high.

That was what a Bellerose wife did.

She bled in private.

At the hospital, everything smelled like bleach and fear.

Bianca paced outside the emergency room, still in her red dress. Lucien stood near the wall, phone pressed to his ear, giving orders in a low voice.

“I don’t care what it costs,” he said. “Bring the best pediatric hematologist in Paris. Wake him up if you have to.”

I stepped toward him.

He ended the call. “Camille.”

“How is Nico?”

“They are running tests.”

Bianca spun around. “They keep asking questions. Blood type. Allergies. Family history. I don’t know what half of it means.”

“You are his mother,” I said. “How do you not know?”

Her eyes flashed. “Do not judge me tonight.”

“I am asking a question.”

“You always ask questions like you are better than me.”

Lucien stepped between us. “Not now.”

I stared at him. “Do not use that voice on me.”

His eyes softened. “I’m sorry.”

Bianca laughed once. It was small and ugly. “Of course. Apologize to Camille. Even now.”

Lucien turned on her. “Your son is in there. Focus on him.”

“My son?” she whispered.

Something in her voice made my skin tighten.

A doctor came through the double doors. “Madame Arden?”

Bianca rushed forward. “Yes?”

“We need to confirm the biological father’s medical history.”

Bianca went still.

Lucien’s head lifted.

I looked from the doctor to my sister. “Why?”

The doctor glanced at me, then back at Bianca. “There is a blood disorder pattern we need to understand. The child’s blood type and markers do not match the father listed on the forms.”

Bianca swallowed. “There must be a mistake.”

“We repeated the test.”

Lucien stepped forward. “What do you need?”

The doctor looked at him. “Are you family?”

Bianca said nothing.

I said, “He is the boy’s uncle.”

The doctor looked at the chart. “Then we need the biological father contacted immediately.”

Bianca’s lips parted.

I saw it then.

Not proof. Not yet.

But fear.

Pure fear.

“Bianca,” I said slowly. “Who is Nico’s father?”

She did not answer.

Lucien’s face had gone gray.

My heart began to beat so hard I could hear it in my ears.

“Lucien?” I whispered.

He looked at Bianca, not at me.

That was the first knife.

The doctor held out a form. “We ran emergency compatibility tests because the child may need a transfusion. Mr. Bellerose was tested upon arrival with the other adults.”

I remembered the nurse taking Lucien’s blood when we first arrived. He had not questioned it. None of us had.

The doctor continued, “Mr. Bellerose is a strong biological match.”

The hallway tilted.

I gripped the back of a plastic chair.

Sebastian’s hand came to my elbow. I had not even heard him come in.

“Camille,” he said.

I pulled away from him.

No.

Not yet.

I needed the words.

I needed someone to say the ugly thing out loud.

I looked at my sister. “Bianca.”

Her eyes filled with tears, but they were not soft tears. They were angry tears.

“Do not look at me like that,” she said.

“Who is Nico’s father?”

She looked at Lucien.

The second knife.

“Lucien,” I said.

He closed his eyes.

My body went cold.

“No,” I whispered.

Bianca lifted her chin. “It was during your separation.”

I stepped back.

Sebastian said something under his breath.

The doctor looked uncomfortable. “I will give you a moment.”

He left.

The hallway became too quiet.

I looked at Lucien. “Tell me she is lying.”

He did not speak.

“Tell me,” I said louder.

His mouth opened, but no sound came.

Bianca wiped one tear from her cheek. “You left him, Camille.”

My head snapped toward her. “I left because we were breaking.”

“You left because you wanted Sebastian.”

“That is a lie.”

“Is it?” She looked at Sebastian. “He came running fast tonight.”

Lucien looked at Sebastian then, and even in the middle of this horror, jealousy moved through his face.

I laughed once. It sounded broken. “Do not. Do not stand there and look jealous while your son is behind that door.”

Lucien flinched.

Bianca whispered, “I was there for him.”

I turned on her. “You were my sister.”

“And you had everything.”

“I had a husband.”

“You had a throne.”

“I had a marriage I was trying to save.”

“You had Lucien.”

“And you took him?”

“He came willingly.”

The third knife.

Lucien moved toward me. “Camille, listen to me.”

I stepped back. “Do not touch me.”

“It happened one time.”

“One time?” I stared at him. “Do you hear yourself?”

“I was drunk. We were separated. I thought you were leaving me.”

“So you slept with my sister?”

His jaw tightened. “I hated myself after.”

“But not enough to tell me.”

His silence answered.

I nodded slowly. “Five years.”

“Camille—”

“Five years, Lucien. You let me sit across from her at Christmas. You let me buy that child birthday gifts. You let me hold him.”

“I did not know he was mine.”

“But you knew you slept with her.”

He looked down.

I wanted to scream. I wanted to hit him. I wanted to fall on the floor and disappear.

Instead, I reached into my clutch.

My fingers found the little velvet box.

For one second, I almost gave it to him.

I almost opened it and let him see what he had destroyed before he even knew it existed.

But I could not.

Not here.

Not with Bianca watching me like my pain was food.

Lucien saw the box. “What is that?”

“Nothing.”

His eyes sharpened. “Camille.”

Bianca stepped closer. “A gift? How sweet. Were you going to reward him tonight?”

I looked at her. “Shut your mouth.”

She smiled. “Poor perfect Camille. Still trying to win a man who already came to me.”

Lucien barked, “Enough!”

Bianca jumped.

I did not.

I was past jumping.

I looked at him, really looked at him. My husband. The man I had loved when he had nothing soft to offer me. The man I defended when his mother called me unsuitable. The man I waited for through late meetings, cold beds, and silent breakfasts.

The man who had made a child with my sister.

“Did you love her?” I asked.

“No.”

Bianca’s face twisted.

Lucien stepped closer. “No. Never. Camille, I swear to you, I never loved her.”

“But you protected the lie.”

“I was ashamed.”

“You were a coward.”

“Yes.”

The answer hit me harder than a denial would have.

Because it sounded true.

He reached for me again. “Let me explain.”

“What else is there?”

“Everything.”

I shook my head. “No. There is only this. You slept with my sister. She had your child. You both let me live inside the lie.”

“I did not know about Nico.”

“I believe you.”

Hope flashed in his eyes.

Then I killed it.

“But that does not save you.”

His face broke.

Sebastian stepped forward. “Camille, let me take you home.”

Lucien’s eyes cut to him. “She is my wife.”

Sebastian’s voice turned cold. “Then you should have remembered that before you climbed into her sister’s bed.”

Lucien moved fast. “Say that again.”

“Stop,” I said.

Both men looked at me.

I almost laughed again. There it was. The old story. Two powerful men ready to fight over a woman whose heart was already lying dead on the floor.

I turned to Sebastian. “Do not fight for me like I am a prize.”

His face softened. “That was not what I meant.”

“I know.”

Then I turned to Lucien.

He looked ruined.

Good.

I wanted him ruined.

I wanted him to feel one corner of the room collapsing inside me.

“Camille,” he whispered.

I took off my wedding ring.

His eyes dropped to my hand.

“No,” he said.

The word came out raw.

Bianca watched like she had waited years for this scene.

My fingers shook. The ring stuck for one painful second, then slid free.

Seven years sat in my palm.

Diamonds. Promises. Lies.

Lucien shook his head. “Do not do this here.”

“You did it everywhere.”

“I love you.”

I looked at him. “You do not get to use those words tonight.”

“I love you,” he said again, harder, like volume could save him.

I took his hand and placed the ring in his palm.

His fingers closed around it as if it burned.

“Tell your son I hope he survives,” I said.

His eyes filled. “Camille, please.”

“Tell my sister she finally won.”

Bianca’s smile faded.

I walked toward the elevator.

Lucien followed. “Camille!”

Sebastian moved with me, but I lifted a hand. “No. Stay.”

He stopped.

I needed to leave alone.

Lucien caught up before the elevator doors opened. “If you walk out now, we will not fix this.”

I turned.

“There is no this,” I said. “There is you. There is her. There is that little boy in that room. And there is the stupid woman who thought tonight was the night her marriage would finally become whole.”

His brows pulled together. “What does that mean?”

The elevator opened.

I stepped inside.

“Camille,” he said, voice shaking. “What does that mean?”

I looked at the man I had loved longer than was wise.

Then I pressed my hand over my stomach.

His face changed.

He understood too late.

The doors began to close.

“Camille!”

I watched him reach for me.

For once, I was faster than his power.

The doors shut between us.

And I let the first tear fall.
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Lucien’s POV

The elevator doors closed before I could reach her.

“Camille!”

My hand hit the metal doors hard enough to make the people behind me gasp. The sound cracked through the hospital hallway, but it did nothing. The elevator was already moving. Taking her away from me. Taking my wife away while I stood there with her ring burning inside my closed fist.

I pressed the button again. Once. Twice. Five times.

“Sir,” a nurse said softly. “Please step back.”

I looked at her as if she had spoken in another language.

Step back?

From what?

From my wife? From my marriage? From the wreckage I had made with my own hands?

The nurse took one careful step away from me. I saw fear in her eyes and hated myself for putting it there.

“Lucien,” Sebastian said behind me.

I turned so fast that he stopped walking.

His dark suit was neat. His hair was perfect. His eyes were cold. Too cold for a man who had just stood close to my wife. Too close. He had been close to her in the ballroom. He had held her arm in the hospital. He had moved toward the elevator with her like he had the right.

“You do not say my name,” I said.

He did not move. “Someone should.”

I walked toward him. “You have wanted this for years, haven’t you?”

His jaw tightened. “Wanted what?”

“My wife broken. My marriage dead. You standing there ready to catch her.”

His mouth twisted. “You did not need my help to kill your marriage.”

My fist tightened around Camille’s ring.

Behind him, Bianca made a small sound. Maybe a sob. Maybe a fake one. I did not look at her.

Sebastian stepped closer. “Go after her if you still have any honor left.”

“I will.”

“Then stop staring at me like I am the reason she left.”

I wanted to hit him because he was right. I wanted to hate him because hating him was easier than standing inside the truth.

The elevator doors opened.

Empty.

I stepped in without another word and pressed the button for the ground floor.

Sebastian’s hand caught the door before it closed. “Do not go to her with anger.”

I looked at his hand, then at his face.

He removed it slowly.

“Go to her with the truth,” he said.

The doors closed between us.

Truth.

The word sat in my chest like glass.

There had been so many times I could have told Camille. So many quiet mornings. So many nights when she turned away from me in bed and I lay there staring at the ceiling. So many dinners where Bianca sat across from us and smiled like nothing had happened.

I had told myself silence was mercy.

That was a lie.

Silence was fear.

I feared losing Camille. I feared seeing disgust in her eyes. I feared becoming the kind of man my father had been. A man who took what he wanted and called it weakness later.

Now I had become worse.

The elevator reached the ground floor. I ran through the hospital lobby and into the cold Paris night. The cameras from the gala had followed us. A few reporters were already outside the emergency entrance, shouting my name.

“Mr. Bellerose!”

“Is the child all right?”

“Was that your wife leaving?”

“Where is Mrs. Bellerose?”

I pushed through them.

“Move.”

My driver jumped from the black car. “Mr. Bellerose?”

“Where is my wife?”

“I have not seen Madame.”

“Then find her.”

He reached for his phone. “Yes, sir.”

I looked down the street. Cars moved past. Red lights blurred through the rain. The night had been clear when we arrived. Now Paris looked wet and cold, like the city itself had turned against me.

My phone rang.

Mother.

I rejected the call.

It rang again.

I rejected it again.

Then Bianca’s name appeared.

I almost threw the phone into the street.

Instead, I answered. “What?”

Her voice shook. “Lucien, where are you?”

“Do not call me.”

“Nico is asking for you.”

My breath stopped for half a second.

Nico.

A child. A sick child. A boy who had looked at me for years with a smile I never understood. A boy who called me Uncle Lucien. A boy who might be my son.

My stomach twisted.

“How is he?” I asked.

“They moved him to a private room. The doctor said he is stable for now, but they need more tests.”

“I will send the specialist.”

“I do not need a specialist. I need you.”

“No,” I said.

Silence.

Then her voice changed. Softer. Smaller. The voice she used when she wanted something. “Lucien, please. I am scared.”

I closed my eyes. Five years ago, she had used that same voice.

I could still see that night if I let myself look. The apartment I kept near the river. Rain against the windows. Too much whiskey. Bianca at the door in a black coat, saying Camille had been seen with Sebastian. Saying Camille was done with me. Saying my wife wanted another man.

I had not believed her at first.

Then I had called Camille and she had not answered.

I had drunk more. Bianca had cried. She had touched my arm. I had told her to leave.

She had stayed.

And I had made the worst choice of my life.

“Lucien?” Bianca whispered now.

“Did you know?” I asked.

“What?”

“Do not play games with me.”

“I am at the hospital. My son is sick.”

“My son,” I said.

Her breath caught.

I opened my eyes. “How long have you known?”

“I do not know what you mean.”

“Bianca.”

“Not on the phone.”

The cold inside me spread. “So you knew.”

“I suspected.”

“For how long?”

“Lucien, please.”

“For how long?”

People were watching me from the hospital doors. Reporters whispered. My driver stood with the car door open, pretending not to listen.

Bianca began to cry. “I was alone.”

“You had a husband on Nico’s birth certificate.”

“He left.”

“Because you lied to him too?”

“That is not fair.”

“Fair?” I laughed once. It sounded dead. “You want to speak to me about fair?”

“You were drunk that night.”

“And you were sober.”

She went silent.

I said, “Did you come to me that night because you wanted comfort, or because you wanted revenge on Camille?”

Her voice turned sharp. “Camille always gets painted as the victim.”

“She is the victim.”

“And what am I?”

I looked at the rain sliding down the car window. “You are the woman who slept with your sister’s husband.”

“You were separated.”

“She was still my wife.”

“You did not remember that when you pulled me into your bed.”

The words hit like a slap because they were true enough to hurt and false enough to sicken me.

“I will never forgive you for hiding him from me,” I said.

She let out a bitter laugh. “And will you forgive yourself for making him?”

I ended the call.

For a moment, I stood in the rain and could not move.

My wife’s ring was still in my hand. I opened my fingers. The diamond sat in my palm, bright and cruel. I remembered the day I gave it to her. She had laughed when I got down on one knee because I had looked more nervous than she had ever seen me.

“Lucien Bellerose,” she had said that day, “are you asking me, or are you making a business offer?”

I had told her, “I am begging.”

She had touched my face. “Then I accept.”

I closed my hand around the ring again.

Tonight she had given it back.

My driver cleared his throat. “Sir, should we go home?”

“No. We find my wife first.”

“I will call security.”

“No.” My voice came out too hard. “No security. No team. No one frightens her.”

He nodded quickly. “Yes, sir.”

I opened my phone and called Camille.

It rang.

Once.

Twice.

Then voicemail.

Her voice came through, calm and warm, recorded months ago when we still pretended we were fine.

“You’ve reached Camille. Leave a message and I will call you back when I can.”

The beep sounded.

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came.

What could I say?

I betrayed you.

I lied.

I let you stand next to your sister for years while I carried a secret like a coward.

I think you were about to tell me you are pregnant.

My throat closed.

“Camille,” I said finally. “Please answer. Please. I am not calling to explain it away. I am not calling to blame the separation or the whiskey or Bianca. I am calling because I need to know you are safe. Hate me tomorrow. Hate me for the rest of my life. But answer me tonight.”

I ended the call before my voice broke.

My driver made calls while I stood beside the car. No one had seen her. Not at the hotel. Not at our penthouse. Not at the old apartment she once used as a studio. Not at Sebastian’s hotel.

When he said Sebastian’s name, I looked at him.

“Why did you call Rourke’s hotel?”

He looked nervous. “Sir, I thought—”

“You thought she would run to him?”

He said nothing.

That was answer enough.

I got into the car and slammed the door. “Take me to the penthouse.”

The ride was silent. Paris moved past the windows in gold and black. The city knew how to look beautiful while people broke apart inside it.

My phone kept lighting up.

Mother.

Board chairman.

Press office.

Bianca.

Mother again.

I ignored all of them until my mother sent one message.

GENEVIEVE: Do not make any statement until we speak. This can still be controlled.

Controlled.

My laugh filled the back seat.

My driver looked at me in the mirror, then quickly looked away.

When we reached the penthouse, the doorman opened the door too fast. “Good evening, Monsieur Bellerose.”

“Has my wife arrived?”

“No, sir.”

“Call me the second she does.”

“Yes, sir.”

I took the private elevator up. The penthouse opened in silence. Too much silence. The kind Camille hated. She always used to play music when she cooked, when she dressed, when she sat with contracts she pretended not to understand but always did.

Tonight there was no music.

Only glass walls, marble floors, art on white walls, and a home that suddenly looked like a museum for a dead marriage.

I walked into our bedroom.

Her side of the closet was open.

My chest tightened.

Some dresses were gone. Not many. A coat. Two bags. The small leather travel case her father had given her before he died.

On the bed, there was a silver clutch.

The clutch from tonight.

I picked it up with both hands like it might break.

Inside were lipstick, a powder compact, tissues, and a small black velvet box.

My breath stopped.

I took it out.

My fingers did not want to open it.

I already knew.

Some part of me knew from the way she had touched her stomach before the elevator doors closed. From the way her face had changed when I asked what she meant. From the way she looked at me with a pain deeper than betrayal.

I opened the box.

A tiny gold charm rested inside.

A baby shoe.

Under it was a folded note.

My hands shook as I opened it.

Lucien,

I wanted to tell you after your speech. I wanted tonight to be the night we remembered forever. If the doctor is right, after all these years, we finally have our miracle. I am scared, but I am happy. I hope you are happy too.

Your Camille.

I sat down on the edge of the bed.

The room blurred.

No. No, no, no.

I read it again. Then again.

Finally.

After years of watching hope die month after month. After injections. Doctors. Tests. Tears Camille tried to hide in the bathroom. Nights I held her while she said her body hated her. Nights I told her she was enough, then made her feel she was not by turning colder each year.

Finally, we had a child.

And she had found out about Bianca before she could tell me.

The sound that left me did not feel human.

I pressed the note to my mouth and bent forward. For the first time in years, I cried without control. Not the clean tears men allow themselves in movies. Not one silent drop. I broke. My shoulders shook. My chest hurt. I could not breathe.

The elevator opened outside the private hall.

I lifted my head.

“Lucien?” Mother’s voice called.

I wiped my face fast, but not fast enough.

Genevieve Bellerose entered the bedroom without asking, as she always did. She was still dressed from the gala, diamonds at her throat, silver hair perfect, face calm in a way that made me hate her for one second.

Then her eyes landed on the box in my hand.

“What is that?”

I stood. “Get out.”

Her brows rose. “Do not speak to me like a child.”

“Then stop walking into my life like you own it.”

She looked toward the closet. “Where is Camille?”

“Gone.”

“Good.”

I stared at her.

She did not even pretend. She removed her gloves slowly and placed them on the dresser. “For tonight, I mean. Space is best after shock.”

“You said good.”

“She was emotional. She would have made a scene.”

“She found out I slept with her sister and that Nico may be my son.”

Mother’s mouth tightened. “Lower your voice.”

I laughed. “There it is.”

“Lucien.”

“No shock. No question. No ‘what have you done?’ You already knew something.”

Her face did not change, but her eyes did. That small flicker was enough.

I stepped toward her. “What did you know?”

“Do not interrogate me.”

“What did you know?”

She lifted her chin. “I knew Bianca made a claim once. Nothing more.”

“When?”

She looked away.

“When?” I roared.

The sound bounced off the glass walls.

She finally looked back. “After Nico was born.”

The floor seemed to shift under me.

“You knew?”

“She came to me with tears and a story. I had tests done quietly. They were not full proof. There was no reason to ruin three lives over a possibility.”

“A possibility?” I could barely speak. “He is a child.”

“And you were newly back with your wife. Bellerose Group was closing the Meridian deal. Camille was unstable enough after that separation. You wanted me to throw a bastard child into the middle of that?”

I moved so close she stepped back.

“Do not call him that.”

Something like satisfaction crossed her face. “So now you care.”

“He may be my son.”

“And if he is, he has been cared for.”

“By lies.”

“By money.”

I shook my head. “You hid this from me.”

“I protected you.”

“No. You protected the company.”

“I protected the name you carry.”

“The name just cost me my wife.”

Her expression hardened. “If Camille walks away over one mistake from five years ago, then her love was not strong enough for this family.”

My hand tightened around the note. “Say one more word against her.”

Mother paused. For the first time, she looked unsure.

I held up the baby charm. “She came tonight to tell me she might be pregnant.”

Mother’s face changed. Not with softness. With calculation.

I saw the machine inside her begin to move.

“Has this been confirmed?” she asked.

I stared at her. “That is your first question?”

“If there is a Bellerose heir involved, we need facts.”

“She is not a womb for this family.”

“If she is carrying your child, she cannot simply disappear.”

I stepped between her and the door as if Camille were behind me, as if I could protect her from what my mother was already becoming.

“You will not go near her.”

“Do not be foolish. She is angry. Angry women make dangerous choices.”

“No, Mother. Betrayed women make final ones.”

My phone rang again.

Bianca.

I answered because rage needed somewhere to go.

“What?” I said.

She was crying. “Nico is awake. He wants you.”

I closed my eyes.

A child needed me. A child who might be mine.

And my wife was somewhere in Paris, maybe pregnant, alone, and hating me.

“Tell him I am coming,” I said.

Mother’s eyes sharpened. “You are going back to the hospital?”

“Yes.”

“And Camille?”

“I will find her.”

“You need to handle Bianca first. If Nico is yours, the press will—”

“The press can rot.”

“Lucien.”

I turned on her. “Listen carefully. You will not call the press office. You will not call the board. You will not call Camille. You will not send a driver, a lawyer, a doctor, or one of your quiet men to follow her.”

“She is your wife.”

“She was my wife this morning.”

Mother went still.

I pushed past her with the baby charm in one hand and Camille’s ring in the other.

At the elevator, she said, “Love makes men weak.”

I turned back.

“No,” I said. “Lies do.”

I went down to the car and ordered my driver back to the hospital. On the way, I called Camille again. Voicemail. I called again. Voicemail. I sent messages I knew sounded desperate.

Where are you?

Please answer.

I know about the box.

Camille, please.

No reply came.

At the hospital, Bianca was waiting outside Nico’s room. Her mascara had run. She looked smaller now, but I no longer trusted small things.

“He asked for you,” she whispered.

I looked through the glass. Nico lay in the bed, pale but awake, holding his toy car.

My anger had no place near him. I forced it down.

“I will sit with him for ten minutes,” I said. “Then you and I talk.”

Bianca touched my sleeve. “Lucien, I never meant for this to happen.”

I looked at her hand until she removed it.

“You meant for something to happen,” I said. “You just lost control of the damage.”

Her lips trembled. “She will turn you against me.”

“No,” I said. “You did that.”

I opened the door to Nico’s room.

His eyes turned to me. Tired. Trusting. Innocent.

“Uncle Lucien,” he whispered.

My chest cracked.

I sat beside him and took his small hand.

“Hey, little man.”

“Is Mama crying?”

“Yes.”

“Is Aunt Camille mad?”

I could not answer for a second.

Then I brushed his hair back. “Aunt Camille is hurt.”

“Because I got sick?”

“No.” My voice broke. “Not because of you. Never because of you.”

He closed his eyes. “Will she come back?”

I looked at the ring in my palm.

“I do not know,” I whispered.

Nico fell asleep a few minutes later.

I stayed until his breathing became even. Then I walked out and found Bianca in the hall. Sebastian was there too, leaning against the wall with his phone in hand.

My blood heated. “Where is she?”

He looked up. “Safe.”

The word hit me like a fist.

“You know where she is.”

“I know she is safe.”

“Tell me.”

“No.”

I moved toward him, but Bianca stepped between us. “Lucien, stop.”

I looked over her head at Sebastian. “She is my wife.”

Sebastian pushed off the wall. “She is the woman you destroyed tonight.”

“I need to see her.”

“She does not need to see you.”

“You think this is your chance.”

His eyes flashed. “My chance? You arrogant bastard. I loved Camille before you knew how to love anything but power. But tonight is not about me. It is about the fact that she asked me for one thing.”

“What?”

“To keep you away.”

The words cut deeper than I expected.

Bianca whispered, “See? She ran straight to him.”

I turned on her. “Be quiet.”

Sebastian looked at Bianca with disgust. “You should be ashamed to speak.”

Bianca lifted her chin. “You do not know anything about this family.”

“I know enough.”

I stepped closer to him. “Tell Camille I will wait. Tell her I will not send security. Tell her I will not force her. But tell her I know about the baby charm.”

Sebastian’s expression changed.

Yes. He had not known.

The pain that crossed his face was quick, but I saw it.

Good, some ugly part of me thought. Let him hurt too.

Then I hated myself for it.

Sebastian lowered his voice. “Is she pregnant?”

I looked at him. “That is for Camille to say.”

For once, he did not argue.

I walked away before I did something I could not take back.

Outside the hospital, dawn had started to pale the sky. Paris looked washed out and tired.

I stood beside my car and opened my hand.

Camille’s ring. Camille’s note. The tiny baby shoe charm.

Three pieces of a life I had shattered.

My phone buzzed.

A message.

For one wild second, I thought it was her.

It was not.

It was my lawyer.

The press has the story. We need to prepare for divorce filing risk.

I stared at the words until they blurred.

Then a new message came through from an unknown number.

Stop looking for me, Lucien. You made your family. I am no longer part of it.

No name.

No signature.

But I knew.

Camille.

I called the number at once.

Disconnected.

I pressed the phone to my forehead.

For the first time in my life, there was no order I could give, no company I could buy, no man I could threaten, no door I could open.

My wife was gone.

And I had earned the empty space she left behind.
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Camille’s POV

The elevator dropped too slowly.

I stood inside it with one hand over my stomach and the other wrapped around my silver clutch. My whole body shook, but I did not cry again. One tear had already escaped in front of Lucien. One was enough.

The mirror inside the elevator showed me a woman I did not know.

Silver gown. Pale face. Red eyes. Diamonds at her throat. No wedding ring.

A wife without a ring looked naked.

I stared at my left hand until the doors opened.

The hospital lobby was bright and cold. A nurse looked at me, then looked away. Maybe she had seen women like me before. Women who arrived as wives and left as ruins.

“Madame?” the driver asked from near the entrance.

I knew him. Henri. One of Lucien’s men. Not mine. Lucien did not have employees. He had shadows.

“I need the car,” I said.

He straightened. “Of course. Monsieur Bellerose is still upstairs?”

“Yes.”

“Should I wait for him?”

“No.”

The word came out sharp.

Henri opened his mouth, then closed it. “Where would you like to go, Madame?”

I looked toward the glass doors. Rain hit the street hard. Reporters were already gathered outside. Their cameras turned when they saw me.

One of them shouted, “Madame Bellerose! Is the child all right?”

Another shouted, “Where is your husband?”

I almost laughed.

Where was my husband?

With my sister.

With his son.

With the truth he had kept from me for five years.

“Home,” I said.

Henri hesitated. “The penthouse?”

“Yes.”

I walked through the doors before he could ask more.

The cold rain touched my face, and cameras flashed like lightning. For a second, I could not move. I heard my name from every side.

“Camille!”

“Did you leave the hospital alone?”

“Is there trouble in the Bellerose marriage?”

“Who was the boy?”

“Was that your sister with Mr. Bellerose?”

I kept walking.

A man stepped too close. “Madame Bellerose, did your husband leave the gala with another woman?”

Henri moved in front of him. “Back away.”

Another camera flashed near my face.

My hand tightened around the clutch.

Inside it was the little box.

The baby charm.

The miracle.

The cruelest gift in the world.

I slid into the back seat. Henri shut the door and got in front. The car pulled away from the hospital, and the reporters became small behind the rain-covered glass.

My phone buzzed inside my clutch.

Lucien.

I did not answer.

It buzzed again.

Lucien.

Again.

Lucien.

I turned the phone over on the seat like that could make him disappear.

Henri looked at me through the mirror. “Madame, are you hurt?”

I almost said no.

That was the answer women like me were trained to give.

No, I am fine.

No, it is nothing.

No, my husband did not destroy me in a hospital hallway.

Instead, I said, “Yes.”

His eyes softened. “Should I take you back to the hospital?”

“No. Take me home.”

He nodded and looked back at the road.

Home.

The word tasted wrong now.

The penthouse had never really been mine. It had Lucien’s name on the deed, Lucien’s art on the walls, Lucien’s security at the door, Lucien’s mother in every corner even when she was not there.

I had chosen the curtains. I had filled the kitchen with copper pans. I had placed orchids in the hall every Monday because Lucien once said they made the marble look less cold.

But a woman could soften a cage and still be locked inside it.

My phone buzzed again.

This time, it was Sebastian.

I stared at his name.

Then I answered.

“Camille,” he said at once. “Where are you?”

“In the car.”

“Alone?”

“Henri is driving.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“I am alone enough.”

He was silent for one second. “Where are you going?”

“To the penthouse.”

“No.”

I closed my eyes. “Do not start.”

“Camille, listen to me. Lucien will go there. His mother will go there. Bianca may go there. The press will follow.”

“I need my things.”

“You can buy things.”

“I need my passport.”

“I can send someone.”

“I am not helpless, Sebastian.”

His voice softened. “I know that. I know you are not helpless. But you are hurt, and hurt people should not have to walk into a war alone.”

The words pressed against the weak place inside me.

I looked out at the city. Paris blurred in the rain. Lights ran across the window like tears.

“I do not want him to see me fall apart,” I whispered.

“Then let me stand outside the door.”

“I told you to stay.”

“You did.”

“And you followed?”

“I waited two minutes first.”

A laugh broke out of me, small and ugly. “Very obedient.”

“Never with you.”

“Sebastian.”

“I know,” he said. “Not tonight. I am not saying it tonight.”

But he had already said enough.

He had said it for years without saying the words. In the way he came when I called. In the way he looked at me when Lucien forgot to. In the way he stood between me and a world that always wanted a piece of me.

I had never let myself lean.

Not fully.

Because I was married.

Because I loved my husband.

Because some foolish part of me believed loyalty could save a marriage even when love had grown tired.

“I will meet you at the service entrance,” Sebastian said.

“No.”

“I am already on my way.”

“I said no.”

“And I heard you.”

“Then why are you still coming?”

“Because one of us has to think clearly tonight.”

I ended the call.

The car reached the private entrance beneath the Bellerose tower fifteen minutes later. My hands were numb by then. Henri parked beside the elevator and turned to me.

“Madame, should I come up?”

“No.”

“I can carry your bags.”

“No.”

His eyes met mine in the mirror. “Should I inform Monsieur Bellerose that you arrived safely?”

“No.”

He nodded once. “Yes, Madame.”

I stepped out of the car. My heels clicked against the concrete. The sound echoed through the underground garage.

A black car turned in behind us.

Sebastian.

He got out before his driver fully stopped. He wore the same black suit from the gala, but his tie was gone now. Rain darkened his hair.

“I told you not to come,” I said.

“And I gave you two minutes of obedience.”

“You gave me none.”

“I gave you enough.”

I walked past him toward the private elevator. “I do not need saving.”

“I know.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because you keep hearing something else.”

I turned on him. “What do you want me to hear?”

His face changed. He looked tired suddenly. Not weak. Just tired from holding back.

“I want you to hear that I am here,” he said. “That is all I am allowed to say tonight.”

“Allowed by whom?”

“You.”

That stopped me.

The elevator doors opened behind me.

I looked at him for a long second. “Do not come inside.”

“I will wait here.”

“You promise?”

“Yes.”

“You will not fight Lucien if he comes?”

His jaw tightened. “If he comes angry, I will not promise that.”

“Sebastian.”

“I will not start it.”

“That is not the same.”

“It is the best I can offer.”

I wanted to argue, but I had no strength left. I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the penthouse.

Sebastian stayed where he was.

For once, he let me go.

The elevator rose.

I watched the numbers climb and tried to breathe like a normal person.

When the doors opened into the penthouse, darkness greeted me. I had left the gala with every light on. Someone had turned them off. The staff, maybe. Or the house system that knew when the rooms were empty.

The home looked different without light.

Sharper.

Colder.

I stepped inside and removed my heels one by one. My feet touched the marble. It was freezing.

“Madame?” a quiet voice called.

I turned.

Ana, our housekeeper, stood near the hall in her black uniform. Her hair was tied back. Her face was worried.

“I thought you were at the gala,” she said.

“I was.”

Her eyes dropped to my bare left hand.

She knew.

Everyone would know by morning.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Pack the gray travel case. No. Wait.” I shook my head. “I will do it myself.”

“Madame, you are shaking.”

“I said I will do it.”

She lowered her eyes. “Yes, Madame.”

I walked toward the bedroom, then stopped. “Ana.”

“Yes?”

“If Monsieur Bellerose calls, I am not here.”

Her face went pale. “Madame…”

“If his mother calls, I am not here. If anyone comes to this door, I am not here.”

She swallowed. “Yes.”

“You did not see me.”

She looked at me then, really looked. Something like pity filled her eyes.

“I understand,” she said.

I nodded and went into the bedroom.

Our bedroom.

No. His bedroom.

The bed was perfectly made. The white sheets were smooth. The room smelled faintly of Lucien’s cologne and the orange blossoms I kept by the window.

I walked to the closet and turned on the light.

There were my clothes. Rows of gowns, silk blouses, coats, shoes. A life arranged by color. A wife arranged by duty.

I grabbed the gray travel case and threw it open on the bench.

My hands moved fast at first. Passport. Cash from the small drawer. Two simple dresses. Black trousers. Sweaters. Underwear. Flats. My father’s watch. My mother’s pearl earrings. A folder with my personal documents.

Then I reached for a cream cashmere sweater Lucien loved.

My hand stopped.

He had bought it for me in Vienna after a board dinner. I had spilled wine down the front of my dress, and he had taken me to a quiet boutique after midnight. The owner opened only because Lucien Bellerose asked.

He had wrapped the sweater around my shoulders himself.

“You look softer in this,” he had said.

I had laughed. “Do I look hard?”

He had kissed my forehead. “No. The world is hard. You are the only soft thing in it.”

I pulled the sweater from the hanger.

Then I dropped it on the floor.

“No,” I whispered.

I would not take his softness with me.

My phone buzzed again from the bedroom.

I ignored it.

I walked into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. Prenatal vitamins sat behind my night cream. I had bought them three days ago and hidden them like a secret wish.

My fingers closed around the bottle.

I stared at the label.

A child.

His child.

Maybe.

The doctor had said I needed a blood test to be sure. The home tests had been faint. My body had played tricks on me before. Hope had lied to me before.

But my heart knew.

I pressed the bottle to my chest.

A knock sounded at the bedroom door.

I jumped.

“Madame?” Ana called. “Madame Bellerose?”

I opened the bathroom door. “What?”

She stood near the bed, holding the silver clutch. “You left this in the sitting room.”

I took it from her.

“Thank you.”

Her eyes were wet. “May I say something?”

“No.”

She nodded, but did not move.

I sighed. “Say it.”

“You are kind, Madame. You have always been kind to everyone in this house.”

Kind.

What a useless thing to be.

“I am not feeling kind tonight.”

“You do not have to be.”

My throat tightened.

Ana stepped back. “I will wait outside.”

After she left, I placed the clutch on the bed and opened it. The velvet box was still inside.

I took it out.

I opened it.

The tiny gold baby shoe shone under the bedroom light.

I had chosen it that morning.

I had stood in Cartier like a foolish woman and smiled at a charm no bigger than a thumbnail. The saleswoman had asked if it was a gift.

I had said, “For my husband.”

She had smiled. “His first child?”

I had said, “I hope so.”

My fingers shook as I took out the note I had written.

Lucien, I wanted to tell you after your speech…

I could not read the rest.

I put the note back in the box and placed the box on the bed.

Then I stared at it.

Take it, a voice inside me said.

No, another voice answered. Let him see what he ruined.

My phone buzzed again.

This time, I picked it up.

Lucien.

I watched his name fill the screen until it stopped.

A voicemail appeared.

I should have deleted it.

Instead, I listened.

“Camille. Please answer. Please. I am not calling to explain it away. I am not calling to blame the separation or the whiskey or Bianca. I am calling because I need to know you are safe. Hate me tomorrow. Hate me for the rest of my life. But answer me tonight.”

His voice cracked on the last word.

My knees weakened.

I sat on the edge of the bed.

For one terrible second, I wanted to call him back.

I wanted to hear him say my name. I wanted him to come through the door and fall to his knees. I wanted him to hurt. I wanted him to hold me. I wanted the impossible thing.

I wanted tonight to unhappen.

The bedroom door opened without a knock.

Genevieve Bellerose walked in.

I stood at once.

She wore dark green silk and diamonds. Her silver hair was perfect. Her face was calm.

I hated her calm.

“Camille,” she said.

“How did you get here so fast?”

“This is my son’s home.”

“It is my home too.”

“For now.”

The words landed clean and sharp.

I smiled because if I did not, I might scream. “You did not come to comfort me.”

“I came to prevent more damage.”

“Of course.”

Her eyes moved to the open suitcase. “Running away makes you look guilty.”

“Guilty of what?”

“Of being emotional. Unstable. Reckless.”

“My husband slept with my sister.”

Her mouth tightened. “During a separation.”

I stared at her. “You knew.”

“I knew there had been a mistake.”

“A mistake?” I walked toward her. “A wrong number is a mistake. Burning toast is a mistake. My husband inside my sister is not a mistake.”

Her eyes flashed. “Watch your language.”

“No.”

She blinked.

I stepped closer. “No, Genevieve. I will not watch my language. I will not lower my voice. I will not protect the Bellerose name tonight.”

“The name fed you.”

“The name used me.”

“The name made you.”

I laughed. “You really believe that.”

“I know it.”

“No. My father made me. My mother loved me. Lucien married me. You tolerated me because I looked good beside him.”

“You were given a life most women would beg for.”

“And yet my sister still found a way into my husband’s bed.”

Genevieve’s jaw tightened. “This is exactly why you need to calm down before speaking to anyone.”

“Get out.”

“This can be handled.”

“My marriage is not a press release.”

“It is when you marry a man like Lucien.”

I felt the last soft thing inside me harden.

“No,” I said. “That is where you are wrong. I married a man. You married me into a machine.”

She looked at the velvet box on the bed. Her eyes sharpened.

“What is that?”

“Nothing.”

She moved toward it.

I stepped in front of her. “Do not touch it.”

Her gaze dropped to my stomach.

I saw the moment she understood.

Her face did not soften. It calculated.

“Are you pregnant?”

The question was not warm. It was not shocked. It was not joyful.

It was legal.

It was financial.

It was bloodline and shares and family trust.

I picked up the box and held it behind my back. “That is none of your business.”

“If you are carrying a Bellerose child, it is very much my business.”

There it was.

Not my baby.

Not my pain.

A Bellerose child.

I moved back to the suitcase and shut it. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For making this easy.”

She walked toward me. “Camille, do not be foolish. If there is a child, leaving is not an option.”

My hand tightened around the suitcase handle.

“Watch me.”

She grabbed my arm.

Not hard. Not enough to bruise.

But enough to remind me that women like Genevieve did not ask when they could command.

I looked at her hand.

“Let go.”

“Listen to me.”

“Let go.”

“You are upset.”

“I am awake.”

Her fingers loosened.

I pulled away.

She lifted her chin. “If you walk out that door, you will regret it.”

I picked up my suitcase. “No, Genevieve. I regret walking in.”

I left the bedroom.

Ana stood in the hall, pale and silent. She looked behind me, then back at my face.

“Madame,” she whispered.

“Forget you saw me.”

She pressed her lips together and nodded.

I took the private elevator down.

Sebastian was waiting in the garage, exactly where he had promised to be. He saw my suitcase and came forward.

“Let me take that.”

“I can carry it.”

“I know.”

He took it anyway.

I did not fight him.

His driver opened the door. I looked back at the elevator as if Lucien might appear there. As if some ruined part of me still wanted him to come.

The doors stayed closed.

Sebastian touched my shoulder lightly. “Camille.”

“I left the box.”

“What box?”

I looked at him.

He understood that I would not explain.

“Do you want to go back?”

“No.”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Not your hotel.”

His face did not change, but I saw the hurt in his eyes.

“I was not going to suggest it.”

“Liar.”

A small smile touched his mouth and vanished. “Fine. I was going to suggest it. Separate rooms. Guards outside. No questions.”

“No.”

“Then where?”

I looked at the rain, the concrete, the black cars, the world Lucien owned too much of.

“I need somewhere he would not look.”

Sebastian nodded. “I know a place.”

The place was a small private apartment above an old bookshop near the river. Not luxury. Not Bellerose. Not the kind of place where billionaires hid their wives or their sins.

The owner was an old friend of Sebastian’s. She gave me a key, fresh sheets, and one look that said she had seen enough female pain to know when not to ask questions.

When she left, Sebastian placed my suitcase by the bedroom door.

“There is tea,” he said. “Bread. Cheese. Some fruit. I can have more brought.”

“I am not hungry.”

“You should eat.”

“Do not husband me.”

He went still.

I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“No. That was fair.”

“It was cruel.”

“I have survived worse from you.”

I looked at him.

He smiled sadly. “Usually when I deserved it less.”

I sat on the small sofa and wrapped my arms around myself. The gown felt heavy now. Like armor after a war.

Sebastian stood near the door. “I will stay downstairs.”

“You do not have to.”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Because he will look for you.”

“You think Lucien will hurt me?”

“No.” Sebastian’s voice was quiet. “I think he will beg. And tonight, that might hurt you more.”

My throat closed.

I turned my face away.

He walked to the small table and placed a card on it. “This phone is clean. No one has the number. Use it if you need me.”

“Sebastian.”

“Yes?”

“I am pregnant.”

The words left me before I could stop them.

He did not move.

For a long moment, the room was silent.

Then he sat beside me, not too close.

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

“But you think so.”

“Yes.”

“Does he know?”

I looked at the window. Rain ran down the glass in thin lines.

“He saw me touch my stomach. He is not stupid.”

“No. He is many things, but not stupid.”

“I left the charm at the penthouse.”

Sebastian breathed out slowly. “So he will know.”

“Yes.”

“Did you want him to know?”

“I wanted to hurt him.”

“And now?”

I pressed both hands over my face. “Now I want to stop loving him.”

Sebastian said nothing.

That silence hurt because it was kind.

I lowered my hands. “Say something.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Tell me I am foolish. Tell me I should hate him. Tell me no woman with pride would still love a man who did this.”

“I could say all of that.”

“But?”

“But you would still love him when I finished.”

My face broke.

I tried to cover it, but Sebastian caught my hands gently.

“No,” he said. “Do not hide from me.”

“I am so tired.”

“I know.”

“I wanted tonight to be happy.”

“I know.”

“I wanted to give him that stupid little charm, and I wanted him to cry, and I wanted him to hold me like I was not broken.”

“You are not broken.”

“I am.”

“No,” he said. “You are hurt. There is a difference.”

I looked at him through tears. “Why are you always kind to me?”

His thumb moved over my knuckles. “Because someone should be.”

The room became too quiet.

His hand was warm. His eyes were steady. He was not Lucien. He did not burn through rooms. He did not own towers or break people with silence. He was safe.

I leaned forward before I understood what I was doing.

Sebastian went still.

My forehead touched his shoulder.

He did not wrap his arms around me right away. He waited. Even now, he waited for permission.

That made the tears worse.

I whispered, “Hold me.”

He did.

Not like a lover.

Not like a man taking a chance.

Like a friend trying to keep the pieces from falling too far apart.

I cried into his jacket until there was nothing elegant left in me.

Later, after he left for the hallway outside, I changed into a plain black dress and washed the gala makeup from my face. I looked younger without it. No. Not younger. Smaller.

My old phone buzzed again and again on the table.

Lucien.

Lucien.

Lucien.

I did not answer.

Then one message came.

I know about the box.

My hand flew to my stomach.

The room seemed to close in.

Another message came.

Camille, please.

I picked up the clean phone Sebastian had left and typed with shaking fingers.

Stop looking for me, Lucien. You made your family. I am no longer part of it.

I sent it.

Then I removed the SIM card and broke it in half like I had seen in films.

It should have made me feel strong.

It did not.

I sat on the edge of the bed and placed my hand over my stomach.

“If you are real,” I whispered, “I am sorry.”

The silence answered.

I lay down without sleeping. Outside, Paris kept raining. Somewhere, Lucien was holding the charm I had meant to give him with joy.

Good, I thought.

Let it cut him.

Then I turned my face into the pillow and cried until morning.
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