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      CRISPIN BARCLAY

      

      “I’m sorry, Libby.”

      Unfortunately, my mate Libby just found out what I did with Amina. Yes, I might have had her kidnapped and sent to America without me, but I knew what I was doing. Despite what everyone thinks, I had nothing but Amina’s best interests at heart when I had her kidnapped. I would never allow anything serious to happen to her. Nothing outside of my control.

      I love Amina Hewett more than anyone on this earth, including my twin sister. I knew Libby could hear the frustration in my voice, which wasn’t the emotion I was going for. I didn’t think she really expected me to be sorry. I just thought she wanted to hear me say ‘sorry’.

      But that didn’t work at all.

      

      Libby groaned, pressing her hand to her lower back and glaring in a way that looked remarkably like her husband. The more time Libby spent with that man, the more she picked up some of his more ghoulish ways. She even pinched me once. My arm was red for an entire hour due to her violence.

      Libby’s tone only sharpened. “You’re sorry? She’s halfway across the world and her heart is breaking. Sorry isn’t good enough.”

      It was my turn to shift my tone. Despite everything, I missed Amina. I didn’t piss her off royally because I wanted to.

      “You’ve talked to her then?” I asked Libby, sounding more desperate than I intended.

      My girl. I hated that I hadn’t heard Amina’s voice in hours. Her American accent was so cute and at times, very loud. It had been days since I’d seen her. Keeping count would only make the distance hurt more. I stared at pictures of her on my phone from Barbados when missing her twisted into my core like a knife or when it woke me up at night from her absence in my bed. Amina was just perfect in those pictures – her pretty skin all dark brown and cute with a big white smile standing out against it.

      Thinking of her smile made Libby’s next words gut me like a cod. I felt like a royal arsehole, especially from how serious Libby sounded about the entire situation.

      “She’s devastated, Crispin. Devastated.”

      I don’t want to talk about Amina without seeing her. It wasn’t easy watching her scream. I should have said goodbye, but… how could I look at her after what I’d done? I had to do it but I also had to lie to her. Again. It was too dangerous and my girl… she’s as stubborn as I am.

      “Does this mean I won’t be the twins’ godfather?” I asked Libs, trying to play it cool and probably failing miserably.

      “How can you worry about that when Amina’s out there?”

      “Sorry,” I muttered again, half-heartedly. The less we discussed this, the better. There wasn’t much to discuss. I made my choice and employed help to ensure Amina’s safety.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I had to do this. I had to protect her. She thinks her father’s in America, but he isn’t. Not for a while. He’s busy tracking down her mum,” I said to Libby. It wasn’t information I revealed previously but… what was the point in talking about everything? Certain things were better kept locked inside.

      “And how the hell would you know that?” Libby said.

      “Because… I’m the one who’s been stealing my money and making unauthorized transfers. And I’ve kept it from everyone.”

      The confession sat awkwardly between us. By now, Libby was used to horrible British men announcing their crimes to her. I hoped she would react well.

      “What?” she replied, clearly dumbfounded.

      “I’m sorry, Libby.”

      “Why Crispin? Why the hell have you done that? Ben froze all the accounts. They’re searching through every transaction that’s ever been made, every trade, every transfer, every dollar you spent on soda. It’s expensive and you’re going to spend the entire summer…” Libby paused, trying not to offend me. She didn’t have to worry about that.

      “I’m broke.”

      “Yes! Why would you do that? Why wouldn’t you just tell the truth?”

      “Because… I’ve been using my money to try to kill Amina’s dad. And I can’t tell a soul or I’ll go to prison. I’m trying to kill… a public figure.”

      I tried to whisper, like that would make it better.

      Libby sounded properly distressed now. “Oh my God.”

      “I know. I know. I’m rubbish. And now I have one eye…”

      “Oh my God, Crispin… Stop.”

      Her voice sounded a bit more serious than I thought the situation called for, honestly. I tried not to sound frustrated considering I finally got her to calm down over the kidnapping Amina situation.

      “What?”

      “I think my water just broke.”

      “What!?”

      “Ben’s in London! He told me not to come out here but I had to know what the hell was going on.”

      “Ben thinks you’re in London?!” I grumbled. “I assumed he knew. Oh fuck. Oh fuck. He’s going to kill me.”

      Perhaps I’ll owe the honor to Liberty, though.

      “I swear Crispin Barclay… I’m going to wring your little neck…”

      “It’s not my fault! He knocked you up.”

      “This could be a stress induced birth! Stress induced birth because of you! Get Benjamin on the phone and… Oh God… Oh God… it hurts… CRISPIN!” Libby shouted like something horrible was happening. You would think the beauty of bringing new life into the world would fill her with peace.

      “DO SOMETHING!” she yelled again.

      “Alright, alright,” I said, trying to calm her down. “Hold them in as long as you can. I’ll sort it.”

      Libby glared like I’d said something stupid. The situation was quickly escalating beyond my control and I couldn’t handle it.

      Great. My mate’s wife was about to shoot twins out of her private parts right on my private hospital room floor and I just found out that I lost my hurt eye a few hours ago. That was my final diagnosis and honestly, I thought it would hurt emotionally a lot more than it did. I liked that eye. It was a nice color. Probably my better eye too.

      Good one, John Hewett. It’ll be very difficult for me to convince Amina to love me after I’ve abandoned her, especially if I show up hideous. But I’ll do what I must, I suppose. I can’t let her go and I can’t let her go through any more pain.

      She’s my girl. My twiggy. My lips. My heart.

      I could still barely walk about without limping miserably, but I possessed more than enough strength to do something as simple as making a phone call.

      “She’s with you, isn’t she,” Ben said, sounding bored when he picked up.

      “Yes. And we have a problem,” I said, absorbing Libby’s anxiety.

      “Tell Liberty she isn’t nearly as clever as she thinks and I know that she’s been plotting this little escape for 72 hours. I’m only surprised she didn’t rope Hargreaves in… I’m on the way.”

      Not the Hargreaves Ben expects, but my cousin Leonora stood outside with Arthur Fox Jr. waiting for Libby, so it appears Libby found another Hargreaves to involve in tricking her husband. I thought better than to tell Ben that when I had significantly more awful news to share…

      “Great. Glad you’re cool. Considering you’re about to become very not cool, are you sitting down?”

      “Spit it out, Barclay. I’m exhausted trying to figure out why on Earth my wife is running off to see you without me.”

      “Erm… well, as it happens…Liberty appears to be… um… giving birth,” I said, suddenly feeling the weight of it. I tried to sound calm, but that didn’t work to keep Ben level-headed, which I ought to have known.

      “She’s doing what?!” he yelled, nearly blowing out my bloody eardrum.

      “Well, erm… Now she’s glaring at me and making heavy breathing sounds sort of like… a cow.”

      “Did you just compare me to a cow?!” Libby shrieked. “Ben get over here before I kill him!”

      Ben sighed. “This is not part of our birth plan. You’re in a private country hospital that’s more like a barn than a reputable establishment.”

      He had a point there. I wouldn’t let Amina give birth here. But then again, Amina probably wouldn’t ever let me knock her up. I think being a dad would be fun. Lots of football. This part seems unseemly, however. Liberty made another rough sounding grunt.

      “So… are you coming?” I urged Benjamin. “Soon?”

      He bellowed into the phone. “Of course I’m coming, you moron. They’re my children. Try not to let her give birth until I get there.”

      “I don’t really think it’s up to me.”

      “If you want to have a single bollock to match that one eye, you’ll find a way to hold it together. I’ll be there.”

      I hung up and Libby gave me a bewildered look. Nothing I said could calm them down. Apparently becoming a parent sent you absolutely mad.

      “Well!?” Libby screamed.

      Again, I tried to be the sensible one. “He’s coming.”

      “And!?”

      “He gave me specific instructions to erm… not allow you to give birth.”

      “He did what?!”

      “I’m making it worse, aren’t I?!”

      Libby paced, her large stomach looked like it would knock her over, but I thought better of mentioning it after the cow comment. It was hard not to say anything.

      “I’ll get a nurse,” I mumbled, hoping to extract myself from the surprise birth situation.

      “No, he’s right. This isn’t part of our birth plan. Twins. We’re having twins. I can’t shoot twins out on a random hospital floor!”

      This hospital wasn’t exactly designed for birth without some preparation. Most of the members of our family who used this place were men. No maternity ward. The Barclays are “better off born in London” – just something our family always used to say.

      “Perhaps, you’d like the bed?” I offered.

      “I’m not giving birth in a bed you’ve been plastered to for the past three weeks.”

      “I do wash… daily. Well, I did fart in there earlier but I’m sure it’s gone now…”

      “Crispin!”

      “Okay. Okay. I’ll do whatever you want. Just… whatever you do… try not to give birth.”

      “It’s not up to me!” Libby screamed.

      And so we continued for the next twelve hours. Benjamin arrived significantly faster than that — in about twenty minutes — and had apparently brought along the police officer who tried to give him a speeding ticket. He paid the very angry man £4,000 in cash outside of the hospital room I’d managed to establish for his wife.

      The officer hugged him, so I suppose it was sorted by the paltry sum. Everyone knows the Fox’s are misers. I might have thrown in an extra £300 for bus fare. I dunno. I’ve never ridden the bus.

      Twelve hours later, Libby gave birth to the twins. Benjamin Randall Fox Jr. & Marcus Theodore Fox. One son they named for Libby’s father and another for Ben. Libby refused Arthur Fox III as a name, even after Arthur Sr. promised to pay her £2,000,000 for it — at least according to her. She was a bit delirious after the eventful birth and the boys were immediately rambunctious. Like Ben.

      It was late and Ben insisted that Liberty stay the night, despite her desire to grab her newborns and head back to London. He’d calmed down since and exacted firm control. The Fox boys were also strong, for all their madness.

      “We’ll stay here, my love. I need you safe. I need you here.”

      Ben gave me a stern look and gestured toward the door.

      “Barclay. Come.”

      I limped out of the room as Libby lay cuddling the boys. The girls were still in London with their gran. Ben stuck his hands in his pocket and kept his permanent scowl plastered on his face. We stood outside and Ben handed me a cigarette.

      “I thought you didn’t smoke anymore.”

      “I don’t. But… you look like you could use one.”

      “Thanks.”

      My head still hurt, but I was on too much pain medication to feel the eye. They did allow me to wander, even if I could still barely walk. I stuck the cigarette between my lips and walked outside with my drip for a smoke. Thankfully, my hospital gown didn’t bare my entire arse and I could cool down with the crisp English breeze outdoors. The cigarette was delicious. Perfect. But this wasn’t a casual smoke. I could tell. Ben considered my face.

      “It doesn’t look as bad as you think,” he offered, which meant it looked worse.

      “I have one eye. It looks miserable.”

      “You should have told me.”

      Ben didn’t have to say more.

      “So you know.”

      “Assassination is one of my father’s specialties. Not mine. I don’t need to tell you that murder is wrong.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t approve.”

      “It’s not up to me to approve, Crispin. Believe me, I’ve wanted to kill for Liberty before. But you have to decide if it’s worth it. There could be… consequences.”

      “Like what? He’ll be dead and she’ll be free.”

      “He’s still her father. She may never forgive you.”

      “That’s a risk I’m willing to take. If that man becomes President of the United States…”

      I took a long drag. Fuck. Ben was right. I really did need this. Cigarettes can be good for something.

      “I know,” Ben muttered. “I know. But you’ve gone about it all wrong or you’d still have your bloody eye. Think carefully, Crispin. And don’t forget, you didn’t actually murder your parents. It may not be as easy to take a life as you think.”

      “Trust me, Benjamin. When I get my hands on John Hewett, killing him will be very easy.”

      Benjamin shrugged and then chewed on his lower lip for a moment.

      “Your little secret isn’t all I’ve discovered in the money.”

      Now, there’s a surprise.

      “What else, then? Anything I should know?”

      “You know what, mate? Why don’t you have another one of these.”

      Ben handed me another cigarette.

      
        * * *
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      “So… we have three hours left. Are you going to keep staring at me like you’re going to chop my head off?” Theo asked, as if the answer wouldn’t bother him regardless of what it was.

      Theo pushed his hair out of his face and ended up tangling it in a pale blond puff at the top of his head. My stomach gave a discomfiting jerk. He looked so much like Crispin when he did that.

      “Yes,” I snarled, all my anger at Crispin Barclay rushing back to me in a painful instant.

      Theo was always trying to smooth things over and now, I hated him for it. “Look, Amina… If it were up to me, I’d do something else, but it’s not.”

      I snapped, “So you just listen to what everyone tells you to do?”

      Theo shrugged. “Dunno. I guess it’s better to like… go with the flow and all.”

      “You’re a grown ass man, Theo. Make your own choices. You could start when we land by letting me go. Don’t worry, you can tell Crispin I tried clawing your eyes out.”

      Theo shifted uncomfortably. I thought back to Crispin in the hospital with his bandaged eye. I wouldn’t even know if he was getting better now. And what about his finals? We had so much left to say to each other.

      After a painfully long silence, Theo finally responded to me. “Hm. Don’t think so. My cousin doesn’t scare me, but unfortunately Benjamin has promised to slit my throat if anything happens to you. That includes escape. He’s authorized me to use any means necessary to restrain you.”

      Ben Fox had always rightfully scared me a bit. Around Libby and his kids, he was always soft and gentle, but there had always been an edge to him. I thought bitterly back to his arms clamping around mine and how powerful he’d been.

      I didn’t have to hold back on Theo at least. I snapped, “You British people might be obsessed with chivalry, but you don’t get to make choices for me.”

      Nothing I said could rattle Theo, who calmly swallowed a pink pill and then rolled a spliff with one hand. He carried on as if we were partying on a private jet together and this wasn’t yet another kidnapping I had to experience. This time, at the hands of my boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend? If Crispin was sending me away, maybe we weren’t together anymore. I couldn’t bear the thought… even if I hated him.

      “Amina, darling. Why don’t you have a spliff? You might find it relaxes your nerves.”

      “Relax my nerves?! You just kidnapped me! I don’t want to relax my nerves. I want to get off this airplane. HELP! Will one of you people help me!”

      None of the staff looked up from their cellphones. They were apparently well trained.

      “In my defense…” Theo answered. “Kidnapping you wasn’t that hard.”

      “How is that a good defense?” I snarled, leaning forward and hoping to put the fear of God into Theo Hargreaves, but he only blinked at me lazily.

      “Dunno. My sister’s the lawyer. I’m just the… I dunno… the disappointment?”

      “I thought you were in college.”

      “Oh, I am. My grades are really good too. But… I dunno. I’m bored. I need a girlfriend, you know?”

      “If you let me escape, I’ll set you up with a friend of mine.”

      Theo wrinkled his nose. “No thanks. I’ve had enough of Rapetti Academy girls.”

      “Are you sure? Because I know all the prettiest girls you could ever imagine and if you just let me do whatever I want… I’ll give you their social media handles.”

      “Pretty girls who are eighteen. I’m twenty. I need a mature girl who understands my aspirations.”

      Aspirations? If I could find out a way to give Theo exactly what he wanted, maybe he’d give me what I wanted. Ha.

      “What aspirations do you have… Mr. Hargreaves.”

      Flattery would get me everywhere.

      “It’s impossible having a best friend who has two sets of twins and not getting… you know… baby fever,” Theo said, referring to Ben, who had just had a recent set of twins with Libby.

      “So you want… a baby.”

      “Twins. And I’ve given up on relationships. I’m not looking for that. I need… a surrogate.”

      Theo’s eyes flickered toward mine. Our eyes met and I suddenly got a strange feeling about him.

      “I’m not giving you my womb.”

      Theo’s face turned red. So red I thought maybe he was finally choking to death on a cloud of weed smoke.

      “That’s not what I meant. Whatever you do, do not tell Barclay I asked to rent your womb.”

      “Hmm… What do you think Barclay would do if I told him?” I asked sweetly.

      “He’d murder me. Seriously.”

      “Well then you’re going to have to let me go. Or I’ll tell him.”

      Theo grinned.

      “Oh you’re tough,” he said, chuckling and blowing an O-ring. “Will you just have a smoke?”

      “Ugh. Fine. But only if you tell me why my stupid boyfriend made you kidnap me?”

      I snatched his stupid spliff and puffed, coughing like crazy. How did he even make a joint taste stronger than a regular joint? It wasn’t just the quantity of weed. Theo seemed to have access to a damn super strain.

      “Will you stop trying to escape?” Theo asked, snatching it back hurriedly.

      “No.”

      “Cool.”

      “So are you going to tell me?” I pressed.

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      This man was far too patient for my tastes. I folded my arms and scowled.

      “Okay… Then tell me.”

      “Crispin knows who hurt him and he doesn’t want you to get hurt. He wants you to have a good summer, Amina. He still loves you but… he doesn’t want you to see him like this. Weakened.”

      “Weakened? He’s 6’5”. How weak could he get?! He’s just a little hurt. I should be there with him. He’ll bounce back in no time.”

      Theo shifted suspiciously and then said, “I have reason to believe there’s just cause for concern.”

      I rolled my eyes. Could British people ever just get to the damned point?

      “Okay. Just cause for concern. So… you know who attacked Crispin?”

      “I don’t know anything. I know… I’m ready to be a dad and those are my aspirations. That’s why I keep traveling and helping my friends. You know, to meet someone.”

      “That has nothing to do with me.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Do you have any friends who aren’t in college?”

      I could smack Theo right across his face. He noticed my scowl and sighed.

      He eventually caved a little, “Listen… maybe I can help you… but I can’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Really? You let your cousin control you like that? I thought you were more mature.”

      “It’s not him. It’s Liberty. If you got hurt, she’d kill all of us with a single glance.”

      “Boy, bye…”

      “Bye…” Theo whispered. “But wait. No more trying to escape, okay? Just trust Crispin for once. I know he’s a bloody idiot and he broods far too much but… he’ll come back for you.”

      “Thanks,” I grumbled. It wasn’t exactly the consolation I was looking for. Crispin still kidnapped me. Clearly, that’s off the table in a normal college relationship.

      “I don’t care if he’s hurt. I should be with him,” I whispered.

      “Men need to be strong,” Theo said. “It’s true. He doesn’t want you to lose your trust that he can protect you.”

      “What about protecting himself?”

      Theo grimaced. Either he didn’t have an answer or his drugs finally knocked him out of complete consciousness. I folded my arms in frustration. This flight was already going to suck. He moved along to the next subject hurriedly.

      “Perhaps you can help me,” he drawled. “I need to find a good surrogate and perhaps… some eggs? Libby’s awful at this advice because she just tells me to find a nice girl to settle down with and stop saying offensive things but… offensive things just spill out, you know?”

      I offered Theo a sympathetic smile.

      “Theo, I’m eighteen. I don’t know any surrogates. Don’t you have any sketchy friends who know sketchy people?”

      Theo sat up straight and grinned. “Barnaby Fox.”

      “Huh?”

      “We were in a throuple. Ben’s twin and I.”

      “That’s… interesting.”

      “Well, it fell apart. The sex was great though. At first. Then Barnaby tried to kill me during it and… well… like I said, it fell apart.”

      “I question your decision-making skills, Theo…”

      “Cheers,” he muttered. Theo glanced at his watch and then reached into his breast pocket. “Okay. It’s finally time… I can give you this now.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s from your boyfriend.”

      I glanced at the letter with my name awkwardly scrawled on the front.

      “That’s not his handwriting.”

      “He dictated. I wrote.”

      “Looks like chicken scratches.”

      Theo smiled and shrugged. “Writing’s boring. It’s just like… think… you know?”

      I did not know, but I nodded with understanding and reluctantly held the letter. Crispin didn’t get to do this to me. He didn’t get to just have me kidnapped and drop a letter in my lap like that would make everything okay. My feelings suddenly bubbled all at once into a tight, unpleasant knot in my throat. I didn’t want to read this. I didn’t want to give Crispin a chance to get in my head.

      “Does he have any idea how violating it his to have my boyfriend kidnap me? I’ve been kidnapped. Crispin knows it’s wrong.”

      Theo’s lower lip tightened with worry.

      “If you don’t want to read it, I’ll rip it up. I’ll tell him he’s a wanker and I’ll get Ben to beat him up with me.”

      “Don’t act like you’re on my side,” I snapped. “You kidnapped me.”

      “I was coerced!”

      “Take some responsibility, Theodore!”

      “Why are we yelling?!” Theo yelled.

      I sat back and rolled my eyes. Boy, bye.

      “I’ll read his stupid letter. But I don’t care what he says. I’m not forgiving him.”

      “Fine by me. If you’re ever single… you can be my wingman and help me find a girl. I want to get someone pregnant.”

      “Thanks for the job offer,” I grumbled.

      “No problem. I’d ask Freddie but… she hates me.”

      I’d forgotten that Freddie was Theo’s cousin too. I wondered if I’d see Freddie over the summer. Or my stupid boyfriend. Despite my rage, I couldn’t stop myself from staring at the letter, desperately wanting to know what Crispin could have possibly written that he couldn’t have said to me in person.

      I am going to maul you, white boy…

      My finger ran along the first words.

      

      Dear Amina,

      First, I owe you an apology…

      
        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Amina,

        First, I owe you an apology. I keep making the same mistakes with you and I understand if you want nothing to do with me. The problem is, I can’t keep you safe if you’re in England. Not anymore, not with my accounts frozen. Not after messing up like this. I know why I was attacked and I want to keep it from you because you deserve to have a life where my problems don’t chase you down.

        I’ve kept something from you, but I won’t be able to keep the secret for long. Until that point, no one can track you to New Orleans and you will be safe from the Governor. I promise.

        Be careful and take this time to learn about your past. I want to hear all about it when you land. I’ve made arrangements for us to have phone conversations and if you’re ready to see me, I’ll be there once my work in England is complete. I am really sorry for doing this.

        I’ve arranged for your friends to meet you but unfortunately, I also needed to make arrangements for Freddie and Katrina. I’m sure that will be almost as unforgivable as having my Neanderthal cousin and his best friend kidnap you. If you need anything at all, please reach out to Benjamin, who firmly disagrees with my plan and insists that I write it down even if I’m glaring at him.

        I didn’t tell you because I wanted us to have time together unspoiled by your departure. I wanted our last days together to be sweet and loving because that’s what you deserve. Believe me, lips, I want you near me more than anything. I want to feel your head on my chest and my arms around your waist. I want to smell your gorgeous mass of hair and run my tongue along your neck before spreading your perfect thighs and —

      

      

      

      I stopped reading for a moment.

      “He made you write this?”

      “Yes…” Theo said.

      I glanced up at him awkwardly, scanning the paper and finding words like bosoms, cunt, honey pot, tongue. My cheeks felt hot.

      “That part goes on for a while,” I muttered, hoping I would never have to make eye contact with Theo again.

      “Yes. It does,” Theo said. Why the hell was Theo trying to make eye contact with me? White boys could be so damned weird.

      “That’s. Awkward.”

      “I guess he got into the moment,” Theo shrugged.

      “I guess,” I said uncomfortably. “He really just ended his apology letter with erotica.”

      Theo yawned and replied calmly, “No, there’s a bit at the end.”

      “Past the five pages of erotica?!”

      “Right.”

      

      I flipped to the end.

      

      
        
        I love you more than anything, darling. I have failed to protect so many people in my life and it ends this summer. Make the best of your time and call me when you land. You can call me any horrible name you think. I won’t care, as long as I can hear your voice.

        Forever yours,

        CB

      

      

      

      “He is crazy,” I whispered.

      “Yeah,” Theo said. “But he loves you. I’ve never seen him like this about a girl.”

      “Not even Misaki?”

      Theo snorted. “His older girl phase? That was a laugh.”

      I sighed and folded the letter. I swore it smelled like him. It was my imagination, of course. Paper couldn’t hold onto scents like that. Especially not man-scent.

      “He never explains himself.”

      “It’s not his way. Crispin was always a bit of a loner. He’d have friends and such but… he doesn’t get on with others outside sports. He’s a bit beastly.”

      “He’s a friendly giant,” I said.

      Theo snorted. “To you. To everyone else, he’s just a giant.”

      Just thinking of his giant body and firm muscles made me sad. It wasn’t like I had immediately forgiven him or anything, but it was hard not to miss a man that sexy. Biology had a tight hold on my thinking and it was hard to make sense of all of my feelings. They were just a confused, jumbled mess.

      “He’s my giant…” I whispered.

      “Does that mean you’ve forgiven him?”

      I glanced up at Theo, noticing a vulnerability. An opportunity. I sniffled dramatically.

      “Yes. I have totally accepted my fate.”

      “No more trying to escape?” Theo asked suspiciously. I tried to make myself look as innocent as possible. Widening my eyes and positioning my arms so they looked small – a skill Frances taught me young.

      I shook my head.

      “Cheers,” Theo said, grinning proudly.

      Oh, white boy, you have no idea what you’re in for. I folded the letter and stuffed it into my backpack. Whatever. I could enjoy kicking it with Theo, content in the knowledge that soon, I’d be free from the obligations of school and classes. This place would at least have no drama… right?

      “What about another spliff?” I suggested, determined to loosen up a bit and become the version of myself that would party hard just to prove a point. Having reckless fun was a lot better than being cranky.

      “Think we’ll finish off my ounce?” Theo said eagerly, reaching into his bag for a mason jar filled to the brim with weed. What type of British ounce was this?! He had at least three ounces, but I didn’t have the heart to tell Theo his math was off.

      This would only help my plan anyway.

      Step one, get Mr. Hargreaves stoned beyond his wildest imagination. Step two, flee. I could jump out of a moving car… or I could get out at a red light. Then, I’d just make a run for it. Maybe I’d introduce myself to my birth parents and ask them for a place to stay. They sold me to John Hewett, they at least owed me a night on the couch.

      Theo would be so slowed down like a high ass turtle and I’d make a run for it.

      “I can roll one,” I said. “But no tobacco this time. I want pure weed.”

      “Cool,” Theo said, grinning again. “Crispin will love that we’re getting to know each other.”

      Oh, Crispin… You should have never left your simple ass cousin with me. This is going to be a piece of cake.

      I rolled and Theo was happy to spark up. He got really chatty after the first joint and he didn’t even notice that I was faking my puffs while we hot boxed Benjamin Fox’s private jet. I could feel the glee and giddiness rising in my chest. Where would I go?

      New Orleans was close to Texas. I could always go home first and get money and plan everything. The idea seemed stupid, but Dad was on the campaign trail. I’d have the maid let me in and make up some excuse, then I’d find Mom’s emergency credit card and hit the road. The Hamptons? Los Angeles? I could go anywhere.

      It was hard keeping a straight face while pretending I wasn’t planning my escape. I just kept the weed rolling and Theo kept smoking. When the plane lurched forward to land, I gripped the sides of my chair and watched Theo’s eyes hang half-shut, exhausted and lazy from far too much marijuana.

      He stood up once we had wheels on the ground and stretched lazily. His green corduroy pants hung low around his skinny waist, a tattoo snaking up from his hip as his white polo shirt rode up a bit. I looked away, but Theo didn’t seem to notice that he’d just exposed his cut stomach and abs to me. He was so skinny that I hadn’t expected him to have muscles at all.

      I glanced at him nervously. If I wanted to escape, I’d have to be quick.

      “You ready?”

      “Uh huh.”

      I slung my bag over my shoulder and tried to act all innocent. The doors opened up and the permanent cloud of weed smoke that had nearly formed a humanoid figure in the corner of the jet whooshed away into the Louisiana air. Humid air rushed into the jet to take its place. Ugh. New Orleans was just as hot and humid as Texas. The knotty balls of hair at the base of my neck tightened and glued in place, instantly slick with sweat.

      Theo’s cheeks turned red and he grinned as he reached into his pocket. His hand fumbled around in there and he said, “Listen, it’s not that I don’t trust you but… you’ve got that look in your eyes and… well…” He slowed down. “It’s just… with Libby and everything…”

      I glanced at the door, ready to run. I didn’t like the way Theo was talking.

      “Well,” Theo continued. “I’ve got handcuffs.”

      He moved too quickly for me to react, pulling them out of his pocket and cuffing our hands together. Just like that, I was imprisoned. Click.

      “Just in case,” Theo said, an insanely hot breeze blowing his wispy hair around his head.

      Just like a blond to not be as dumb as you thought…

      My eyes narrowed and Theo grinned.

      “We’re cool, yeah?”

      “Why wouldn’t we be cool?” I said in a high-pitched voice.

      Yet another white boy for my hit list…

      “Cool,” Theo said. “I can’t wait to show you the house. It’s really lovely. Crispin put a lot of effort in.”

      The letter burned a hole in my bag and just hearing his name made my stomach lurch uncomfortably. But then again… my house. Crispin bought me a house. I’d never had any guy do something so romantic and now we were here, I just wanted to forgive him. I just wanted him to come back to me.

      What on earth are you doing, white boy? And why did you have to lie…

      
        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The limousine crunched the gravel stones on the driveway as we approached the enormous plantation home. I didn’t have Crispin’s bizarre appreciation for antebellum houses, but this one was beyond your typical creepy Southern Gothic fare. The house was white, pristinely painted, with a giant willow tree out in the front. A wooden swing hung from the porch and a tire swing from the tree.

      “I believe that tree is where they… you know…” Theo explained as the car approached.

      “Whipped people?” I finished.

      “Sorry,” Theo said.

      “Why are you apologizing?”

      “I dunno. I’m English?”

      That was a good enough reason for me. I shrugged and stared at the tree. It was large and beautiful. It was hard to imagine anyone looking at a tree like that and wanting to hurt someone beneath it. Theo didn’t need to know about my tragic past but as I stared at the tree I couldn’t help feeling cold. I knew all about whipping trees from the Governor.

      My chest fluttered as I imagined him so close to Louisiana. Crispin said I was safe, so maybe he wasn’t anywhere near here, but the state’s proximity to Texas was enough to have me on edge.

      I had to trust that Crispin wouldn’t send me here if he thought I’d get hurt. I didn’t want to trust him, because this plan seemed insane, but I was handcuffed to his cousin, so he wasn’t exactly giving me a choice. I was still Crispin’s prisoner. That made everything confusing.

      I wanted to sit on the tire swing and forget how close I was to my old life and my old problems. It was hard not to think about them now that I was back in America.

      The front door was painted red with a knocker shaped like a lion. Theo fumbled in his pockets, pulling out lint, a ticket stub to a movie, several nuggets of blackened weed, a baggie of pink pills and then finally… the keys. Our hands were still cuffed together as he shuffled me toward the front door. I struggled to keep up with Theo’s long stride as he basically dragged me along like a pet.

      “Once you’re inside… there will be staff and everything. Bodyguards. Maids. Servants. Whatever you’d like. But you can’t run off, Amina. I’m serious.”

      Bodyguards emerged from the house and followed us from the car all the way up the stairs. Even if I could run now, they’d catch me. That made Theo’s warning even more annoying.

      “Why not?” I snapped, yanking at my handcuffs and forcing a nervous expression to cross Theo’s face.

      He shrugged and answered lazily, “I’m asking you to trust Crispin. Not me.”

      “Fine,” I said, my stomach still cloying nervously. I didn’t like the idea of imprisonment, but now that I was this close to the house, my desire to escape soon became replaced with a desire to rest. I bet the beds here were comfortable. Plus, Crispin’s letter was starting to seem… sweet. Mostly the sex stuff, which I read when Theo wasn’t sitting right there. Ugh. He knew exactly how to get into my head.

      Crispin had a new phone number. Maybe I could call him and convince him to come back here. I’d still kick his butt… but at least I could do it in person.

      He’d called the house Happydale. British people sometimes named their houses and Crispin had chosen this one.

      “He wants you to be happy here,” Theo explained, as if it really needed an explanation.

      Fat chance I’d be happy here alone, but I couldn’t help liking the name.

      Theo unlocked the front door and as he explained, we were immediately swept into the house’s workings. It appeared to be running itself without me. I felt myself growing unusually quiet as I stepped through the front door. Crispin couldn’t have known how much this place reminded me of the Governor’s mansion. Several bodyguards and housekeepers materialized from the wings. Everyone who worked there was black and really friendly, but I felt strange — like I both belonged with them and lived a world apart from them.

      They took our things and separated us instantly. Theo’s bedroom was on the first floor. Mine was upstairs.

      “Do you remember my warning?” he asked.

      “Don’t run off.”

      “Right,” he said. “Please, if you do, Crispin will kill us both.”

      “I won’t run off,” I grumbled.

      “Promise?”

      I scrunched up my face because I was already getting annoyed with Theo’s ass and these stupid handcuffs.

      “Yes, I promise. Now get these stupid handcuffs off.”

      “He wants you to be happy here,” Theo said. “He put a lot of effort in.”

      I kissed my teeth loudly.

      Theo didn’t react to my impatience. He was calm and just undid my handcuffs before swaggering toward his room downstairs, whistling to himself.

      “There’s a nice bedroom for the lady of the house,” the head housekeeper told me, leading me towards the stairs. Miss Taylor’s skin was nearly as dark as mine and she had a perfectly lilting Louisiana accent, powered by breath and declining to linger on the ‘r’ sounds. The accent here was nicer than the Texan accent and Miss Taylor took it upon herself to show me my bedroom. The lady of the house.

      I shivered to hear her call me that. I couldn’t stop my mind from flashing back to one of my father’s horrific beatings. I’d spilled chocolate milk in his study after he’d told me not to go in there.

      You’re nothing but a stupid nigger girl.

      I’d cleaned the chocolate milk with my favorite shirt after he beat me and just thinking of the incident, I could smell the sour milk turning bad on the floor and the urine on my pants.

      You’ll clean that piss up too, you little bitch.

      I normally peed when he beat me back then. My back stiffened and thankfully Miss Taylor didn’t notice my discomfort as I followed her up the stairs. Thinking about Daddy didn’t make me cry anymore. I just hated thinking about him at all. I tensely clutched my bag to my side as if its mere presence would protect me. My discomfort was about to get a lot worse.

      A tall man emerged from one of the bedrooms shirtless. I didn’t recognize him at first without his uniform and with his black hair hanging to his shoulders in a tousled mess. He muttered something in a foreign language under his throat. Then Kaito Cammish yawned and looked at me, forcing his mouth to do something that I think he meant to be a smile.

      “Amina Hewett. Welcome to your home. Crispin Barclay has left you in my care.”

      I froze at the top of the stairs. Miss Taylor beamed at Kaito like he was an angelic little boy and not one of Rapetti’s most well-known demonic entities. I felt like someone who accidentally stumbled into a seance.

      “Crispin can go suck it.”

      Kaito laughed. “I couldn’t agree more. Unfortunately… I owe him.”

      “He already sent me here with Theo. How long have you even been here?”

      “My father invented the 681 G-Class Private Jet, darling. I borrowed one. Thirsty?”

      “No. And
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