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      By the time we arrived in Toulouse, I had no energy to argue with Jude Fox. He spoke fluent French with a rough accent, demanding his servants, staff or whoever they were to remove me from the car and drag me to some bedroom in his mansion. England’s wealthiest people were always referring to their enormous mansions as cottages.

      In my bedroom, the staff removed my binds, but locked the door as they left. I guess Jude hadn’t left them any instructions about feeding me. I was starving. A year ago, I wouldn’t have minded going so long without food, but now, it was more important than ever that I get enough. I kept my situation a secret from Jude and Barnaby until this point, because it didn’t seem like it was in my best interests to tell them. But I might have to spill if I didn’t want another incident like the one on Violet’s jet. But how could they be the first to know? 

      I’m pregnant. I’d planned on telling Crispin before. I went off my birth control, thinking that we could just talk about it later. I knew Crispin wanted another kid, and I thought this would be a sweet surprise, some proof that I was on my way to getting better. Now, this had become a big secret wrapped up in another mess that stupid Jude Fox—and somehow Barnaby — was now involved in. This wasn’t how I was supposed to make my big, dramatic baby announcement.

      My stomach growled aggressively as I sat on the edge of a king-sized bed for guests. Jude was such a rich idiot that he even provided his prisoner a giant bed. I only liked gigantic beds when I had someone to share them with–specifically Crispin, who I missed like hell. I half-expected him to be the next person to come through the door. Instead, the first knock I heard after about an hour of pacing hungrily came from Barnaby Fox.

      “Amina, darling. It’s me,” he drawled. “Your second worst nightmare. I’m attempting to reason with my cousin. May I come in?”

      “I can’t unlock it,” I snapped. “So go ahead.”

      Barnaby hadn’t exactly done anything to deserve me acting so testy, except for inadvertently helping his teen cousin kidnap me, but if he wanted to help, I wouldn’t turn down an ally, even if it was Barnaby. He was rude, but he wasn’t as evil as Jude Fox. I hoped not, at least, and allowed him in despite the potential threat.

      Barnaby Fox pushed the door open slowly, as if he expected me to lunge at his face and claw his eyes out. I was too tired to do it, but I grinned while thinking of how surprised he would be if I jumped on him and started fighting like a crazy person.

      “I don’t want to know what wicked thoughts are dancing in your head,” he muttered, as if he could read minds.

      Even after opening the door, he didn’t step into the bedroom right away. He leaned against the door, his brown hair a fluffy untamed mess around his pale face.

      “You can use my cellphone to call Crispin if you’d like. But… I don’t have his number saved. Sorry.”

      My stomach cloyed nervously. Shit. I didn’t know Crispin’s phone number off the top of my head. Did I look old to him? Only old people needed to know phone numbers by heart. I glared at Barnaby, which didn’t bother him in the slightest.   

      “I don’t remember it.” My glaring didn’t appear to bother him, even if I wanted to put a hole in his stomach using my eyes.

      “Email address?”

      “He never checks his email.”

      “I would get his number from Benjamin, but uh… he blocked me a while back.”

      I wonder what he did for his own twin brother to block him, but I didn’t want the subject to deviate too far away from helping me out of this messy ass situation.

      “Libby?” I ventured hopefully.

      “Not answering. Sorry.”

      “Can we just drag your stupid cousin onto the lawn and beat his ass?”

      Barnaby chuckled. Then he laughed.

      “Bloody hell, I like you.”

      “I don’t care,” I snapped. “I just want to get out of here. France is gross.”

      I didn’t have proof that France was gross since I hadn’t exactly explored the territory, but I didn’t want to make things easy for either of the Fox boys with me.

      “Jude has guards around the perimeter and he claims that his plans for you don’t involve slavery and that he’s helping a family in need.”

      Barnaby couldn’t actually believe this.

      “Whose family!?”

      “Yours. He claims.” Barnaby’s posh accent made him sound especially detached and annoying right now. I wanted to smack him in the face. I made a mental note to get Crispin to do it once we reunited.

      “He’s an idiot.”

      “We agree there,” Barnaby responded casually, half smirking as he looked me up and down. “I won’t let any harm come to you while you’re here. I promise, we’ll sort this.” “Fuck off.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      The question would have provoked me to pause and consider under any other circumstances, but my answer forced its way out immediately. “Yes.”

      “Will you have supper with me?”

      “I’d rather eat frog legs.”

      “Then you’ll enjoy supper,” Barnaby responded with a giddy and demonic smile plastered across his face. He would have been handsome if he wasn’t evil.

      “Huh?”

      “Come on. I won’t have Crispin waxing my arsehole or something equally sadistic because I’ve gone and starved you to death.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry about my boyfriend getting anywhere near your butthole,” I grumbled.

      Barnaby wasn’t in the mood for my verbal quips. Knowing boys, he was probably hungrier than I was. The tall, brown-haired man stepped into my bedroom finally, just to grab my arm and draw me towards the door. I bristled at his first contact. Crispin would have punched him just for touching me, but I didn’t have the physical strength to fight off a man who had the same physique as his twin brother — a collegiate rugby player.

      “Don’t be frightened,” Barnaby said, in a voice that would have calmed me down if I didn’t know him better. “This isn’t America. We treat our prisoners humanely here.”

      I rolled my eyes. British people were always coming up with these “subtle” quips about America. Boy, bye. I was too famished to complain or argue. I wrapped my arms over my stomach, which thankfully wasn’t showing or anything. I wasn’t very far along.

      Barnaby led me just next door. If I thought the conditions of my imprisonment were luxurious, Barnaby’s were over the top.

      “Why is there a jacuzzi in this bedroom?” “I dunno. This side of the family’s bloody twisted.” “I’ve heard things about you,” I snapped, probably out of hunger, because taunting Barnaby wasn’t in my best interests.

      He smirked.

      “I hope they were all horrible. I love my miserable reputation.”

      His glee was absoluutely genuine, too.

      “You’re weird,” I grumbled.

      “Yeah. You’re cute.”

      “Hey, stop that.”

      “Not flirting. You’re not my type. No tits. No bum… Changeling eyes. But you are cute.”

      “Thanks…” I grumbled, rolling my eyes at his insult wrapped in a compliment. He could have just as easily said nothing to me.

      Even when he was being kind, a part of me wanted to punch Barnaby in the face. 

      He announced sleepily, “We’re having frog legs for dinner, according to the chef. Sorry, my French is rusty. And I suspect the tranquilizers haven’t exactly worn off.”

      There was a small dining table in Barnaby’s room where he led me for our private supper. I was on alert the entire time, but Barnaby was eerily calm, like he had total control over the situation that I just didn’t feel from my position. He kept the door open and gestured to the chair.

      “Where’s Jude?”

      “Having a massage in the spa. He claims that kidnapping is stressful and gives him bags under his eyes.”

      “So we can just bust outta here then!?” I stood up excitedly, but sat down with face-warming humiliation once I heard Barnaby’s response to my escape suggestion.

      “Not exactly. He’s a security nut. We would probably be shot or worse if we tried. Nothing to fear, though. We’ve got supper!”

      The English took “Keep Calm and Carry On” a little too far sometimes, but I didn’t have the energy to fight harder.

      I sat, mostly out of exhaustion. I didn’t want to eat frog legs, but I couldn’t deny my starvation. Barnaby uncovered his tray of steaming food.

      “Mmm. Traditional French food. Utter fucking garbage,” he said.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. I uncovered mine.

      “I’m starving. I’m going to eat this.”

      “You are brave.”

      “Aren’t you hungry?”

      Barnaby nodded, dropping in a Scottish expression as he replied. “Aye. I suppose we’re in this together, then?”

      “I guess.” I poked my fork into the frog’s leg. It bounced back, reminding me that this food was weird, wrong and downright un-American. I closed my eyes and stuck a piece into my mouth. Woah. It was also… delicious?! 

      “This tastes good,” I mumbled through a mouthful of food.

      “Hm,” Barnaby muttered noncommittally as he speared some asparagus into his mouth. 

      “Wine?” he offered.

      “No, thanks.”

      Barnaby’s face whitened. “Bloody hell. You aren’t pregnant, are you?”

      “What? Why would you say I’m pregnant!?” 

      I was trying to sound as offended as possible to throw him off the trail.

      “I have a sister-in-law whose womb gets more use than my summer home. I know pregnant women.”

      Shit. He would expose me, wouldn’t he? I tried to sound disinterested, hoping to throw him off the trail. I couldn’t run around announcing that I was pregnant before talking to Crispin.

      “Clearly not well enough,” I muttered.

      “Liar,” Barnaby responded. “You’re totally pregnant. Does your blond boy know?”
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      I changed the subject and tried everything in my power not to tell Barnaby the truth. But I could tell he didn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. As far as he was concerned, I was pregnant, and nothing I said could change his mind.

      Eating supper with him was an art of dodging his questions and trying to stick to “guy topics” that would keep Barnaby distracted. He was too sharp for that, but he lost interest in probing me once his belly was full.

      The half bottle of port he drank at dinner helped Barnaby along.

      Neither Barnaby’s drunkenness nor pestering questions helped me much when Jude finally raised his head from whatever demonic activities he’d been up to around his country home.

      Jude came sulking at my door the next morning after I had a horrible night of sleep, probably fueled by the tranquilizer drugs and frog legs messing with my mind. I could hear him in the hallway before he knocked. My body tensed up nervously as he approached.

      “Get up,” Jude called through the door after knocking aggressively. His knocks were irritating, and he kept going when I didn’t immediately respond to him.

      “I’m up,” I snapped, hoping to cease his irritating knocking. “I need a toothbrush. And clothes.”

      “Whatever,” Jude muttered. “Can you hurry?”

      He rattled the door and opened it, reminding me first-hand of the devil I would have to deal with — and escape. He didn’t look mentally well. His hair was a mess. He had an unlit cigarette between his teeth and his clothing smelled like sweat and tobacco. I could smell him from across the room and he was giving ‘unwashed’.

      He wrinkled his nose as if I was the one who smelled like a potbellied pig.

      “Hurry,” he said, glaring at the cozy nest in the bed I formed out of blankets to keep myself warm as I slept. I yawned and rolled over.

      “Amina…” Jude threatened. I threw my blankets off dramatically and glared at him. I had to turn around, which meant moving from my warm spot, and that immediately pissed me off. Jude’s half-dead appearance didn’t make me feel any better either.

      “Hurry with what? I’m not getting out of bed because you want me to.”

      “Fine,” he grumbled. “Your mother’s here. Happy?” 

      If I knew Jude was talking about my biological mother, then, of course, I would have been happy. But I knew he wasn’t talking about her.

      He was talking about the woman who called herself my mother. He was talking about the woman who let John Hewett rape me and treated me like her competition or her pet. Now I wanted to kill Jude Fox. Badly. 

      I froze for a moment too long. Jude smirked.

      “So you aren’t happy. Well, she is. She’s paid me well to bring you here and trust me, I needed an easy win.”

      “So you weren’t making me your slave.”

      Jude patted his pockets for a lighter that didn’t materialize. He answered me with the cigarette still between his teeth. “Darling, the empire abolished slavery a century ago or something like that. We haven’t had slaves in ages. Not even the French have slaves anymore. I just needed to keep you calm. She said she wanted you calm.”

      “How the hell did you meet my mother?” I snapped at him, trying to hide the entirely physiological reaction I was having to the news from my captor. He couldn’t see how much the thought of Frances still rattled me.

      “Backstage at a Gigabyte concert,” he said. “She saw my college hoodie, and we became… associates. Or something.”

      He smirked and then patted his back pockets for a lighter that again didn’t materialize.

      “You don’t need money,” I snapped at him. “You’re rich. You have rich cousins. Kidnapping me isn’t an income source.”

      “I absolutely need money, darling. Badly.”

      “Why don’t you sell this gaudy ass cottage?”

      “Darling, you know the Fox family, right? Benjamin. Barnaby. Arthur Sr. Arthur Jr. Eva-Marie?”

      I recognized Barnaby and Benjamin, but he lost me with all those other names. Maybe he was drunk too.

      “What’s your point?”

      “I’m watched. Closely. Every dollar that leaves my account has a team of very annoying watchmen ensuring that I spend it properly. I need money no one knows about.”

      Money?! I never expected a rich boy to get off his ass and do anything for money. If he wanted money he couldn’t trace, why couldn’t he ask his stupid cousins for help?

      “I have money,” I said. “If that’s what you want.”

      Jude scoffed. “She’s already here, okay? And honestly, I’ve found her pushy and difficult to get rid of. You’re her bloody daughter. Why won’t you talk to her?”

      “You don’t know a thing about what I’ve been through with that family.” “I don’t,” Jude said. “You’re right. But I currently have my own family issues and yours are none of my concern. I earned my cash. She’s waiting downstairs. I’m fetching you for her. Don’t make me have to get rough.”

      “Where’s Barnaby?” I asked calmly.

      “Probably sleeping like the ignoble ferret that he is,” Jude grumbled, popping a cigarette into his mouth. “Want one?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Really? Five minutes with that woman and I feel like I need ten.”

      “Take me to her,” I said as bravely as I could muster, although I didn’t feel brave at all.

      “Good girl,” Jude muttered. Those words were poison coming from him.

      He led me downstairs and down a long hallway toward the part of the house where they apparently entertained guests. I could hear Frances butchering French words as she spoke to someone. My body tensed as I approached. Poor Jude. He didn’t know what he was in for. I hope he already got his money, because this wouldn’t well for Frances York-Hewett. 

      She perked up when she saw me. But my face fell. Jude Fox failed to mention that Frances wasn’t alone. My grandfather. 

      “Grandpa?!”

      Fuck. This was worse than I thought. My adopted family was part of a deeply connected and incredibly wealthy American political dynasty. While they may not have been billionaires, like Crispin’s parents, they had access to money, people and resources the likes of which I had been a victim to over the years.

      I thought this was over. Panic set in as I realized what this might mean. The Hewetts would never let me go. Even after my adoptive father died. Even after I found my biological family and wanted nothing to do with them.

      “We’re bringing you home,” he said flatly. “Your mother mentioned how much you were struggling here and we’ve spared no expense in getting you away from that dreadful boarding school! American boarding schools are much better.”

      “Good move, Frances,” I sneered at her. I couldn’t stop glaring and I could feel the craziness taking over my body. I had thrown her purse into oncoming traffic before. I had tried my best to fight her. I wanted to scratch this woman’s eyes out now… and I could feel myself preparing to act on those dark thoughts.

      My grandfather appeared confused by my vitriol. He gave her a bewildered look. She tucked some recently dyed blonde hair behind her ears and tried to look innocent, which she obviously was not.

      “Amina has taken her father’s death very hard,” Frances explained to him before I could jump in with the truth. “The trauma has been beyond anything…”

      Her upper lip quivered, and she dabbed her eyes, even if there wasn’t a single tear coming out. My whole life, I’d thought of John Hewett as the monster and Frances as his unlucky assistant. Finally, I understood the truth. But if Jude let them take me, I would be powerless. I couldn’t let that happen under any circumstances. But I knew what Frances expected from me. When they had me under their control, my only choice had been to lash out and get wild, to be the crazy, untamed adopted child they wanted me to be. She wanted me to look unhinged. Unstable. 

      Frances wanted all the lies she’d told about me to come true, but I couldn’t let them come true under any circumstances. I had to be strong. I thought about Crispin and then I thought about someone else—someone so small that they didn’t have a heartbeat yet. Someone I loved.

      “Grandpa… My mother is lying to you. I’m here visiting my friend Jude and his cousin Barnaby. I’m not unwell. I’m handling daddy’s death just fine. And I no longer go to that boarding school. Frances would know, but… I pay my tuition without her. I haven’t seen her since the summer. I don’t know what she’s told you, but… I don’t need to be rescued.”

      The whole “my mother” part was probably an unnecessary touch, but my primary goal was convincing the man with the money and all the power here that my mother had lost her mind. She’d come here thinking she could run her old games on me, but it wouldn’t work anymore. Jude glanced at her nervously, and then back to me. Stupid Jude, only thinking about his money. He could go begging Ben for a few coins for all I cared. I sat calmly next to Frances.

      “It’s nice to see you, but… you really didn’t have to go through all this trouble. Jude’s a good friend. As you can see, this place is luxurious.”

      “Are you sleeping with him, too?” Frances accused, earning a disapproving look from my straight-laced Republican grandfather. 

      Now who looks unhinged? 

      “No. I don’t know why you would even say that,” I replied calmly. I turned to my grandfather, hiding my quaking hands by clasping them together tightly in my lap. This was a longshot. And maybe it wouldn’t even work. “Grandpa, my boyfriend Crispin, is trying to adopt his nephew because his brother passed away. I’m staying with his friends in France to unwind a little. I swear to you, I’m fine. This is just a misunderstanding.”

      “But–

      “You seem fine,” my grandfather grunted, glowering at my mother. They’d never really gotten along. She must have turned on her white lady crocodile tears to even get him to come here. Jude was on his third cigarette and his cheeks were completely flushed. After my grandfather spoke, he started pacing.

      “I’m sure Jude wouldn’t mind putting you up at a nearby hotel until you were ready to return home.”

      Jude glowered at me like he wanted to drown me. I smiled at everyone. Finally, the perfect picture of calm. Frances waved me off.

      “That won’t be necessary. I’m sorry, darling. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I guess I misunderstood.”

      Her mean stare met mine. But I just smiled. Unbothered. I could tell that bothered her. Frances tucked her hair behind her ear again. And again.

      “Thank you, Mr. Fox, for your English hospitality. But if you want to see real hospitality, you’ll love the United States of America!”

      I would have rolled my eyes if it wouldn’t blow my cover. My grandfather dragged my mother along, making a hasty departure with her. I didn’t feel like I could breathe until the car dragged her away. Jude stood in the doorway with me, watching them leave.

      “Think I’ll still get paid?” he said, reaching behind his ear underneath that messy ass brown hair for a lighter. I wanted to slap the damn thing out of his mouth, but I thought a cigarette might put him in a better mood.

      “Excuse me if I don’t a give a fuck.”

      “Right,” he grumbled, taking his first slow puff.

      “That tastes good,” Jude said, blowing a smoke ring. I wanted to throw him off a building and if he had been any shorter than six-foot-three, I would have tried.

      “You’re disgusting,” I snapped.

      “Cheers, love.”

      This man was way too unbothered for my liking. He could use a kick to the neck.

      “I need to contact Crispin,” I said to Jude fiercely. “Now.” 

      Frances wouldn’t give up. And this time… neither would I.
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      Jude just stared at me blankly. 

      “I don’t want to help you. You just screwed me out of my money.”

      He smoked like the cigarette had legs and wanted to escape him. I still needed his help, so I tried to offer what reassurance I could, even if he could tell I didn’t mean that shit.

      “She might still pay you.”

      Jude scowled. 

      “Hey! Help me,” I said through gritted teeth.

      I hit Jude, forgetting that he’d just been stabbed. I didn’t mean to punch him that hard. It was just supposed to be one of those friendly punches. You know the kind. Jude’s face lost all its color, then he turned greenish. He doubled over and retched, throwing up all over the ground. 

      “Ew!” I leaped back away from the vomit, which probably wasn’t the most sensitive response. Not like Jude deserved my sensitivity.

      “You bitch!” he grunted through retches as his skin continued to change color. Oops. I tried to hide my satisfaction that I caused him even 10% of the pain he caused me.

      Barnaby, mercifully, appeared in time to hit Jude hard on the back of the head. Jude groaned and then slumped over, falling forward, just missing the puddle of his vomit.

      “You killed him!”

      “That wasn’t that hard,” Barnaby protested, wrinkling his nose at Jude, who was halfway leaning against a column and half on the ground, groaning in pain.

      “He’s hurt,” I said. “Something’s wrong with him.” “He looks fine. What did you do to him to make him vomit?” Barnaby accused, raising a suspicious eyebrow.

      “I didn’t do anything! I wanted him to let me call Crispin, that’s all.”

      “And when he wouldn’t, you assaulted him, hitting him on the back of the head and killing him dead.”

      “That’s not what happened.”

      “I’m rehearsing what to tell the cops, darling. You’re going away for life, I think.” Barnaby smirked, showing that this was his sick sense of a joke.

      He poked at Jude with his toe, and Jude groaned again from his position on the ground. Barnaby’s smile grew as he indulged his sadism.

      “Jude? Are you hurt?”

      “He’s obviously hurt,” I grumbled, giving Barnaby a disapproving glare. I didn’t like Jude, but I couldn’t take pure pleasure out of harming him.

      I crouched down next to Jude, avoiding his gross ass vomit. It wasn’t like I was that much cleaner. No one had bothered providing me with clothes or clean underwear since I’d arrived as Jude’s captive. I pushed the hair away from his face. He was pale and only half awake.

      His cigarette puffed idly on its own until a dewdrop caused the red tip to sizzle out of existence. Bye, bye, cancer stick.

      “Maybe it’s his wound,” I said.

      “Perhaps,” Barnaby considered, already seeming profoundly bored with Jude’s condition. “Can’t we handle it after breakfast? I’m famished and he’s not interesting lying there half dead.”

      If Barnaby couldn’t empathize with Jude, maybe he could empathize with himself. “If he died, that would become your problem.”

      “Perhaps. I’m hungry. You look after him.” I glared at Barnaby, who was apparently unperturbed by anything except his growling stomach. I heard him commanding one of Jude’s staff in stammering French as I smacked Jude’s cheeks gently.

      “Jude? What’s wrong?”

      He groaned again, his face returning slowly to red instead of that dreadful purple-blue color. “You bloody…” 

      “I’m going to look at your wounds.”

      Jude could only grunt. I pushed him over onto his back, Barnaby’s French chatter growing louder as he included various housekeepers and people who probably should have been checking on Jude Fox’s well being instead of me. I opened Jude’s shirt and then lifted his undershirt. I shrieked. Not just because of the horrific wound, but the stench coming from it.

      “BARNABY FOX!” I shrieked.

      “Just a minute, darling,” Barnaby said. 

      “NOW!”

      I waited a few seconds and then I heard him approach, chewing something loudly which I sincerely hoped wasn’t leftover frog legs.

      “What do you want?” he asked, as if I could be talking about anything other than Jude’s condition.

      “Look at this.”

      “Amina! I’m eating,” Barnaby said, barely casting a glance in my direction as he chowed down on whatever he was holding.

      “He’s practically dead and you’re worried about food? We need to call someone.”

      “Madame!” Barnaby yelled. “Master Fox… C’est mort…” 

      I didn’t know if his French was anywhere near accurate, but he made everyone around freak out as the word “MORT” spread loudly throughout the staff members.

      That sent the house into a panic, which wasn’t exactly what I wanted since Jude was my best chance at getting in touch with Crispin and getting free.

      Barnaby lounged around feasting on dates and scrolling through Jude’s phone, which he’d handily stolen from Jude’s pocket before the staff carted him upstairs and a butler went off to fetch the family doctor to make a house call. Jude was half awake by then and pleading in broken English/French not to go to a hospital.

      “His wound is bad,” I said. “I don’t know who did it.”

      “He told me it was your boyfriend,” Barnaby said. “Want to see the tits on his phone?”

      Barnaby took the date he just chewed up out of his mouth, smelled it, then put it back in. I wrinkled my nose and missed Crispin more deeply than ever.

      “No, thank you.”

      “Are you sure? These look a bit like yours.”

      “You don’t know what my boobs look like.”

      “I meant they were black. Black tits…” he stared at the phone for a little too long. I snatched it from him.

      “Give me that. I’m finding someone on this phone who can get a message to Crispin.” 

      Barnaby yawned and pointed to the living room.

      “Can you do that in a room with couches? I’m exhausted.”

      He didn’t look exhausted. Barnaby was well-rested and clean, his appearance nothing like Jude’s.

      “You just woke up.”

      “And I ate. I’m a very busy man, you know. I bought an entire school and I’ll actually have to work next year. I need sleep.” 

      I glared at Barnaby, but followed him to the living room while I scrolled through Jude’s contacts. Finally, I saw a name I recognized. Kit. I could only hope it was Kit Barclay and there weren’t a million other Kits running around rich-England. Kit picked up after one ring.

      “I haven’t got your bloody money.”

      “Hello?”

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “It’s me, Amina.”

      Kit sounded confused. “Who?”

      “I’m Crispin’s girlfriend.”

      He obviously knew who I was, but that wouldn’t stop Kit from being a pain in the ass.

      “Bloody hell. Are you sure? What are you doing with Jude’s phone?”

      “Can you give me Crispin’s number?”

      “How badly do you want it?” he said, trying to use a ‘phone sex voice’ that I unfortunately heard him use before. I wanted to scream.

      Great. I’d forgotten how fucking annoying Kit could be when he wanted to be. 

      “Kit, it’s an emergency. Please, stop messing around.”

      “I don’t need money, but I need something,” he said. “You can’t work for free in this economy. I’ve heard the cost of bananas has gone mental.”

      I don’t think that boy has ever been inside a grocery store.

      “Kit!” I hissed. “Stop dicking around.”

      “Where are you?” he asked, sounding just as bored as Barnaby.

      “France. Toulouse.” Even if he wouldn’t help me, maybe he’d be stupid enough to dangle the information in front of Crispin, who would surely be happy to choke it out of him if he attempted the stupid mind games he felt comfortable playing with me. 

      “France? You really are with Jude. I hid three ounces of premium Blue Dream indica under the floorboards in the guest bedroom on the West Wing, beneath that dastardly oriental rug. You’re welcome.” “I appreciate the free weed, Kit, but I really need to talk to Crispin.” “He’s with that baby on the balcony right now.” “That baby? You mean your cousin?” “Whatever.”

      “He’s with you!?! Kit, put him on the phone.” “I haven’t decided what I want yet,” Kit whined. “I can’t work for free, you know. That’s sort of your people’s thing. Not mine.”

      “My people?” 

      I wanted to smack that little shit across the face. But I couldn’t. Unfortunately, I was desperate enough to talk to Crispin that I would have done almost anything Kit asked.

      “Well, my people never agreed to be slaves,” Kit said. I heard him inhaling something – it could have been cocaine or marijuana – and then he coughed dramatically.

      “Kit, I’m going to ignore your racism and give you whatever you want as long as you put Crispin on the phone right now.”

      “Fine. Fine. You’re boring anyway.”

      The seconds passed so slowly I thought I would burst. When I heard Crispin’s voice, I thought I would melt. He’d asked who it was and Kit had obviously lied to him, saying that it was “Rihanna” – which I obviously wasn’t.

      “Hello?” Crispin murmured. I heard Christian gurgling in the background. 

      “Crispin! It’s me! Jude kidnapped me and I’m in France.”

      Crispin sounded shocked. “Bloody hell, Amina?!”

      “Yes!”

      “Fuck’s sake. I’ve had people scouring England for you. How the fuck did you get to France?”

      “Jude kidnapped me from the Sadie Hawkins dance. I didn’t even turn in my Ethics final.”

      “I sorted that,” Crispin said. I could hear his heavy breathing on the other end of the line. Nervous. Relieved. Everything that I felt hearing his voice.

      “You cheated?!”

      “Yes. A bit. You’ve been gone for days! I’ve been worried sick. Has he hurt you?”

      “No. But it’s been weird. We need to talk.”

      “I’ll be right there with Christian and Freddie. Stay put,” he said.

      “I can’t leave.”

      “I love you,” Crispin said definitively. “Whoever touched you will burn.”

      “I love you too. Do you know where to find us?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Stay put. I’ll handle everything.”
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      Twenty minutes later, I heard a loud engine. Jude’s doctor arrived, relieving Barnaby from reluctantly attending to Jude in his sickened state upstairs. Barnaby wasn’t exciting company and since I was pregnant, Kit’s magical weed held little appeal for me.

      At least investigating that loud noise would be a distraction from sitting around bored, waiting for Crispin to show up. As soon as I rushed out the front door, I glanced up to see a helicopter. I had the source of the engine noise and it didn’t take me long to figure out there was only one person who would have ever thought to concoct such an insane rescue plan.

      Crispin Barclay. I couldn’t believe he’d brought Christian in a helicopter. That didn’t seem responsible in the slightest, since he was just a tiny baby. I waited on the front stairs, covering my face with my hands as I watched the giant machine descending from the sky. Breeze from the propeller blew my hair out of my face and I slunk back a few feet into the doorway so I could avoid getting blown away. The helicopter landed on Jude Fox’s front lawn, sending his security team into action.

      I hadn’t realized how many men he had hiding in the bushes or waiting in other strategic locations until around fifteen or twenty men emerged holding weapons that they all pointed toward the helicopter door. A lump formed in my throat, keeping me from screaming a warning or something to Crispin, which I was very desperate to do. Crispin was alone, which I didn’t expect.

      He hopped out of the helicopter, looking huge as usual, and he wisely put his hands above his head. The propellers stopped and Crispin grinned. He wasn’t even worried about all the men pointing guns at his head. He saw me and he smiled. At first, the men were confused. Crispin winked at me and then I saw three canisters flying from the door of the helicopter, sunlight glinting off their exterior as they sailed towards Jude’s guards.

      Before the men could react, there was white gas hissing and steaming amongst them. Crispin began coughing, the first to double over, but soon all the men passed out, including Crispin. I waited a few moments for the gas to dissipate. Someone had thrown the canisters, and there had to have been a pilot. If I just ran for it… I could make it. 

      Still, I didn’t want to go sprinting through toxic gas with a baby growing inside me. This time would be different. I’d promised myself that. After a few seconds, three people hopped out of the helicopter. One injected something into Crispin’s arm and the other walked toward me. I sprinted towards the figures, even if I couldn’t make out who they all were yet.

      I had to take my chance and just run…

      I didn’t know if Jude had any other armed maniacs waiting in the wings, but I had to take my chances. I sprinted like my life depended on it and I ran straight into the man coming toward me. Theo wrapped his arms around me tightly.

      Theo!

      “Hello, fairy girl,” he said. “I’ve come to fetch you.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him so tightly. We hadn’t seen each other in ages, but Theo was so chill. I could smell the weed on his clothes and all over him basically as I pulled away.

      “You found me.”

      “Crispin’s mental. Freddie’s reviving him now.”

      “Where’s Christian?”

      “Libby refused to let him take the baby on this insane mission. But… we’ll be bringing Christian to Barbados for the holiday. Excited?” 

      “Barbados? I didn’t know I was going to Barbados.”

      “Right. Jude kidnapped you. Sounds stressful.” Theo’s expression took on a note of genuine worry, even if he had been involved in kidnapping me before, and he didn’t seem so concerned back then about the morals.

      “Spliff?” he offered, pulling out a freshly rolled joint that smelled a little like garlic from his back pocket. I didn’t know how he kept rolled joints in his pocket in such good condition, honestly.

      “I’m good.”

      “You look a little pale.”

      Crispin sat up once Freddie’s injectables worked on him, and I didn’t have time to ask Theo how someone as dark as I would could look pale to a boy who got sunburned in England. In December. Crispin was awake, which was so much more important.

      I raced away from Theo, stepping over a few unconscious bodies to get to Crispin. Freddie leaned over him, fury written all over her face.

      “You bloody idiot, you could have hit your head and died. We should have used my seduction plan,” Freddie said to him.

      “I’m sure you think that,” Crispin muttered.

      “Are you insinuating that I’m a slut?”

      “You are a slut,” Crispin replied to his twin sister rudely.

      I cleared my throat. Crispin tore himself away from an argument that I was sure was bringing him a great deal of pleasure. He stood up and, although a bit wobbly from whatever Freddie injected into his arm, he hobbled toward me and wrapped his arms around me.

      “Bloody hell, you had me worried sick.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Fine?! You were drugged and kidnapped.”

      “Again…” I muttered.

      Freddie rose and dusted her black skirt off. “He hasn’t been sleeping. Darling, did Jude really do this? I swear, I’m going in there and I’m ending him.”

      “He’s sick,” I said. “I think his wounds are infected.”

      “Good. I’ll make his end quick,” Freddie said with unmitigated glee. Crispin was too busy kissing the top of my head to stop his twin sister from doing anything insane. 

      “Hm,” he murmured. “Go ahead.”

      “Crispin! She can’t kill him. Freddie, don’t.”

      “He’s lost his bloody marbles!”

      “He was put up to it.” That little tidbit was enough to cause Crispin to pull away from me and tilt his head to the side.

      “By who?” I didn’t bother making him guess.

      “Frances.”

      “Fuck’s sake.”

      “Your adopted mum?” Freddie confirmed.

      I nodded.

      “I see,” Crispin replied ominously. “And er… where is Jude?”

      He was trying not to sound threatening, but I knew my boyfriend too well to give him Jude’s location without ensuring he wouldn’t commit a homicide.

      “I don’t care!” I said. “I want to get out of here. My only company has been freaking Barnaby Fox.” That got Crispin’s attention.

      “Barnaby?”

      “He’s napping inside…” I grumbled.

      “I see.” Freddie and her brother exchanged glances, doing that annoying twin thing where they communicated complicated sentences – most often arguing – without saying a single word. Freddie nodded. Crispin sighed.

      “Darling, we’ll sort the Fox boys later. We’ve got to get you back to England. Did Theo mention Barbados?”

      “Apparently we’re going there?”

      Crispin dropped the bombshell with the typical, casual tone that English people used to announce disaster.

      “My grandfather’s dead,” Crispin said. “And we’re meant to attend the reading of his last will and testament.”

      Neither Crispin nor Freddie showed any emotion. They were respectfully quiet, but there were no tears, no shifting facial expressions, nothing but stoicism. I knew their family relationship was complicated, and I knew the holidays were hard for Crispin. They both lost so much.

      “We’re bringing Christian,” Freddie said. “So if you’d like, we can ditch the stuffy house and enjoy the beaches together.”

      “I didn’t even make a holiday plan,” I groaned. “Ugh. I’ve just been busy being… I guess kidnapped.”

      Freddie smiled. “You survived that, right? Nothing better.”

      “Things have changed for me,” Crispin said. “Of course, I’ll understand if you prefer to go to Happydale.”

      “Can’t we do both?”

      “Absolutely,” he said, clearly thrilled that I agreed about Barbados. “I need to get back to Ben and Libs. They’re going crazy with all the babies.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Freddie said, clapping her hands softly.

      Crispin reached for my hand and we took off towards the jet — and towards freedom.

      I easily adjusted to being on the private jet again. Crispin’s hired pilot flew us over the channel and back to the relative safety of England. I didn’t bother asking Crispin how he got his hands on low-grade biochemical weapons and he didn’t seem eager to explain how he’d executed this escape plan in record time. 

      It must have been costly.

      When we arrived in England, there were cars waiting for us at the airport to take us into the country. Ben and Libby were staying in one of the country homes near the Bainbridge house – and near Kit Barclay’s family home. 

      “We’ll try to survive another night of Kit and then we’ll take the jet to the islands,” Crispin explained. Freddie was curled up against her cousin Theo’s chest in the back of the car, fast asleep. Theo was sprinkling a mysterious oily substance onto the joint he was rolling and totally preoccupied. 

      “I missed you,” I whispered, snaking my hand into Crispin’s.

      “Were you scared?” “A bit. But Jude’s an idiot. I knew I’d get out.”

      “Yes…” Crispin murmured, his thumb rubbing across my palm. “You’ll explain everything to me once we’re at Kit’s place. And I have a few things I need to explain to you. Well… to ask you, I suppose.”

      I could only wonder what those things were…
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      I knew it would be hours before I would be alone with Crispin, but I couldn’t imagine giving him the news about the baby in front of everyone. I didn’t know how he would react, especially since I didn’t exactly tell him I’d stopped taking my birth control. I was nervous and Crispin’s smiling face on the helicopter only made me more nervous.

      I felt bad about not rescuing Barnaby too… especially when he started running after the helicopter, waving his hands. He’d been nice enough to eat frog legs with me. 

      I quickly lost my concern with Barnaby’s well-being when Crispin slipped his hand into mine. Finally. We were together again. Freddie and Theo were thumb wrestling while Theo attempted to light a joint. (It wasn’t working very well.) 

      I wanted to stay awake throughout the helicopter ride and I really thought I would, but it was easy to fall asleep with Crispin’s chest heaving beneath mine. I didn’t even wake up when we arrived at Kit’s house. Crispin must have carried me all the way to the house and fetched Christian, because I woke up to the comforting sound of a baby gurgling and then felt Freddie’s hand on my forehead.

      “She’s still sleeping,” Freddie whispered. “So peaceful.”

      “I’ve just told Vi and Jack she’s safe.”

      That was Crispin. I yawned and tried to sit up and get my bearings. I knew I couldn’t possibly be on the helicopter anymore, but I was surprised that I’d been that fast asleep.

      “Are we at Kit’s?”

      “Yes, darling. We’ve sent him to get fish and chips. I’ve got Christian here ready to say hello.”

      Christian. Just thinking his name made me want to blurt out my secret to Crispin. I’d promised myself I’d handle this the right way, so I just nodded and gestured for Crispin to hand over the sweet baby who was finally safe with his uncle. Christian was so soft and warm. When I held him close, a rush of emotion surged through me. I’d been a baby once, and no one had protected me nearly as well as Crispin had protected Christian.

      I could work myself up into emotional hormonal frenzies like that easily these days. My crazy, weepy self was how I’d originally realized that it was really happening – I was really pregnant with Crispin’s baby.

      “Hey, Christian,” I whispered. “Remember me?”

      “I’m sure he does,” Freddie said, beaming. “Now. If Kit isn’t back in five minutes with the food, I’ll slaughter him.”

      “Why don’t you get some spliff from Theo and calm down,” Crispin muttered. “I’d love a moment with my girl.”

      “I’ll take Christian,” Freddie volunteered.

      Crispin’s tone hardened. “Take him to the nanny. Don’t bring him to smoke.”

      “I’m not a bloody idiot,” Freddie shot back, relieving me of Christian and cooing to him as she took him toward one of the downstairs bedrooms in Kit’s country home. The place was a lot cleaner than I last remembered it, and there wasn’t the acrid smell of drugs. Crispin sat next to me finally, his tall body taking up most of the chair. He looked over at me, a warm expression coming over his face.

      “I’m glad I have you back.”

      “I’m glad to be back. But I’m tired. And I smell bad.”

      “I’d love to get you clean,” Crispin whispered. Then he leaned over me and kissed my shoulder. We couldn’t possibly have long before Kit returned with the fish and chips, but I didn’t mind a kiss. I shuddered as Crispin’s warm lips pressed to my shoulder. I’d missed that sensation immensely.

      “I came to meet you at the dance,” Crispin said. His accent sounded posher than I remembered. Maybe it was just his low, sexy voice and all the pregnancy hormones rushing through me. “But you weren’t there.”

      “Sorry. I was busy getting kidnapped.”

      “Hm. Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t get there in time to stop that.”

      “I’m safe now. I wasn’t gone very long either.”

      “We’re lucky,” Crispin murmured. “Very lucky.”

      I finally faced him, taking in his perfect jawline, his long blond hair which had grown down to his shoulders again, and then his eyes. They were officially my favorite shade of blue. 

      “I have to tell you something,” I whispered. 

      “Can I go first?” 

      WTF, white boy?

      “Sure…” I grumbled. Crispin was really killing my vibe here.

      “Someone gave me a strange note at the dance. I don’t think you wrote it.”

      “I got kidnapped. I didn’t exactly have time to leave notes.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “Is that it?”

      “I mean… it was just strange. What’s important now is I have you. And you have something crucially important to tell me?”

      The front door flew open and slammed against the wall.

      “I’M HOME!” Kit yelled. “AND I’VE BROUGHT FISH AND CHIPS.”

      “Fuck yes!” Crispin called out, his masculine appetite overriding every other logical thought in his body. He leaped off the couch and practically sprinted toward the kitchen. The last thing I remembered eating was frogs’ legs, so I could have eaten an entire Thanksgiving turkey on my own. I followed Crispin at a reasonable pace, entering the kitchen with Freddie and Theo, who both smelled like they had the munchies.

      Freddie was furiously texting Sarah G. with one hand as she searched through the greasy brown paper bags for loose chips. Kit tried to separate the servings while swatting the greedy hands away. 

      “Bloody hurry then,” Theo grumbled, even if he hadn’t ever hurried a day in his life. Kit swore at them all and then eventually distributed the fish and chips trays. When he gave me mine, he grabbed me and kissed my cheek hard enough that Crispin loudly cleared his throat.

      “Gorgeous,” Kit said. “You’re back. You’re welcome to sleep in my bedroom if Crispin farts too much at night.”

      “Do you enjoy being alive, Kit?” Crispin muttered.

      “Quite,” Kit replied cheerily, winking at me as if he had a chance. I shook my head and rolled my eyes at Kit, which only encouraged him. I sighed and dipped a piece of fish into my malt vinegar. Crispin had totally forgotten that I was about to tell him something important and chowing down on greasy food like a hippopotamus hardly felt like the time to tell him something so serious. 

      Crispin had ordered two servings of fish and chips and he was already halfway through one, barely taking any time to breathe between bites. Freddie and Theo were high off their asses and feeding each other French fries. Freddie tried to fly the french fries into Theo’s mouth like an airplane and he kept dodging, totally convinced he was moving closer to the fries instead of further away. 

      “Sorry you have to go to Barbados,” Kit said. “It’s shit down there, honestly.”

      “You’re just saying that because Rihanna asked the government to ban you from re-entry,” Crispin muttered. He seemed to tolerate Kit, and Kit didn’t notice that everyone was just tolerating him. He was one of those people who was proudly irritating. 

      “Her house is public property, isn’t
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