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A: 19

L: 23 25

The crossed-out number had me thinking of keeping score. A... Ace? Who was L?

Or was it anything? It could have been the latest score to a local sports game for all I knew. 

I tapped my fingernails against the marble of the counter and considered the information, an odd collection of notes. 

Then I noticed the indentions, notes that had been written out on the previous page.

I bent over, angling to see if I could pick out what it was. No chance. The lights were too bright in the bathroom to make it out.

I returned to the bedroom and went to the desk off to the side. I found a desk set with a notepad in the drawer and fished out a piece of paper and a pencil.

I went back to the bathroom and wrote down what had been written before. Then I worked carefully, using the edge of the pencil against the piece of paper, doing my best with the smaller torn pieces. I used the graphite to outline the dents in the page,

There were a couple of phone numbers jotted down, a book title and author name.

But in the corner was another scorecard.

A: 19

L: 22

A daily score.

Again, I suspected Ace was the A, but I could have been wrong. This could have been how many times Soma has beat a rival at chess online. 

I doubted it. The initials didn’t make sense.

Who or what was L?
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Revenge planning took up a lot of hours. I’d barely slept.

Inside Tissu Deux, Gretta’s currently closed fashion boutique, five of us sat on plush white couches. Near us was a low wooden stage that Gretta often used as part of her designing process, modeling high-end and celebrity clients. Today, we’d pulled the couches together and faced each other. Behind us were mannequins on pedestals, each displaying outfits different from each other, from ball gowns to casual beach wear. The stage’s lights were on, the brightness diminished by the overhead lights way above us in the high ceiling. 

Gretta sat on one of the arms of the couches, poised in black slacks and dark gray blouse, a fashionable purple sash in her hair to give her some color. She always downplayed her own wardrobe, which I was familiar with, given our similar careers.

“Let’s get acquainted, shall we?” Gretta said. She pointed to a lanky girl sitting on the first couch. “Local debutant, or socialite slash local celebrity...and also the target of attempted murder.”

The girl grimaced. “Ahh,” Celeste said. “Kinda. Maybe.” She had a doll-like face, dainty features and lips that seemed always slightly puckered for a kiss. I wasn’t sure if that was natural or if she was more poised and at the ready all the time and used to it. She wore an oversized t-shirt where the collar had woven gemstones that glittered, another Gretta creation, along with some slouchy cotton pants. Refined, but cozy.

“No maybe,” Gretta said to her. “Don’t downplay what happened.” She reached out to her to touch her arm. “Not to mention when you uncovered some shenanigans within your own father’s company.”

Celeste frowned, making creases at her lips and between her brows. “I should have caught it happening.”

Gretta turned away from Celeste and motioned to me. I crossed my arms, sitting back on the couch, on which I sat alone. It was oddly sounding more like a therapy session. Maybe we needed it after what we’d been through.

I’d worn a loose-fitting, bleached cotton mesh top above a more comfortable halter tank shirt, and shorter jean shorts than I was used to, but Gretta thought looked cute. I also wore large sunglasses for the brightness of the room hurting my eyes, and also to hide dark circles that even makeup wasn’t able to hide.

I’d trust no one else to such opinions. I’d become more reliant on her picking out my clothes the last few weeks while my mind had been preoccupied.

Gretta introduced me. “Evelyn. Atlanta transplant. Fashion wardrobe coordinator and whistleblower for the industry.”

“I make no claim to the second,” I said, lifting the sunglasses to show her I was concerned with her phrasing. “I just spoke my mind.”

“And drew quite a lot of attention,” Gretta said. “Including the attention of someone who manipulated everyone around him using you as bait. Used you for his amusement while you went through some personal humiliations, one after another, and ruined your career.”

I retracted my head and rolled my eyes, and then slowly lowered the sunglasses to hide behind again. “While I might disagree with the phrasing, it is completely accurate.”

“And Rainee,” Gretta said, turning to one of the two girls on the couch furthest away. The taller one poised herself, crossed her legs at the ankles as her name was mentioned. 

The woman next her hooted. “You tell them,” she hollered. She was the only one that refused a fashion treatment by Gretta, instead choosing to mix and match to her own body some bright, tight clothing and a healthy adornment of gold jewelry. “She’s a crazy bi—”

“Future!” Rainee raised a smooth two fingers at her. With a calm and collected tone I was in envy of, she spoke. “Wait, cousin,” she said. “Remember, we’re amid local royalty here. I ain’t never seen a finer collection of high quality. We must be civil. Let’s practice some restraint on our language here.”

Future bounced her head a few times on her neck. “You’ve got that right. We are the finest ladies here in the city. Don’t mind the gun in my skirt, girls. Right now I’m joining your team. Team Kick Some A—”

Rainee sent her one terrifying look, and Future jerked her head and then mouthed the rest of the vulgarities she wanted to convey to us.

Gretta continued, “Rainee is the most well-known woman in local event circles. She’s part of every charity event, even for the local boys only clubs objectifying...” She coughed shortly. “Let’s just say romanticizing a history well not worth the effort.”

“That ain’t all,” Future called out. She elbowed her cousin next to her. “Tell her about the people we’ve had arrested.” She didn’t wait for her to talk. “All those hellions who wanted to bring her down because she was a woman. Or black. Or beautiful. Or sexy.”

Rainee wore a sarong dress, red and tied in such a way that accentuated her curves. She also wore her hair up, tied with a similarly colored cotton cloth, but open so her natural curls flowed out the back like water. She was the most poised, the most eloquent of us all, I felt. “My dear Future, we don’t boast about the misfortunate and misguided individuals.”

Gretta coughed once to get our attention. “Local social snobs tried to have her committed to an insane asylum.”

At this, Rainee looked away. “I barely escaped.”

“The point is,” Gretta continued, “we’ve a problem in this town. Some of the boys have been very, very naughty.” She straightened. “No one gets to misbehave in this town. Unfortunately, the ones we’re going after, the city sees them as perfect angels. And they’ve tainted our reputations. Time to return the favor.”

“Darn tootin’,” Future said. She pointed a long, red-painted fingernail at the armrest of the couch. “You’re lucky you called me in. Rainee had the common sense to get some help with this.”

“You’re very welcome to join us,” Gretta said. “And I’ve called in some extra help, so we’re waiting on them to arrive. In the meantime, I thought it was worthwhile if we caught each other up on what exactly happened, and who the major players are.” She motioned to me. “Evelyn, why don’t you start?”

I coughed delicately, unsure where to begin. “I don’t know. It’s a little unbelievable.”

Celeste shook her head and sat back in her space on the couch. “No worse than mine.”

“Did we not mention the insane asylum part?” Future said. “Did you hear that?”

Rainee leaned in, a sympathetic pout forming on her face. “Darlin’,” she said softly, “I understand if you’re nervous, but I think we’ve all been through some bad times. If you don’t want to talk about it now, I can go.”

“Nice of you to offer,” I said. “But I’ll go. I don’t mind sharing.”

And I did.
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A couple months earlier...

I stood near a bus station sign on a gravel lane. Sweat soaked through my clothes. The snap to my Hermès Dogon Duo wallet was wearing down with how many times I opened and closed it, waiting for signs of life. The shorts’ pockets were too snug for it, but stuffing the wallet into my drenched bra could damage the leather. It was too big for that anyway. Holding it in my hands or leaving it beside me on the ground seemed to be my only options.

New life lesson number one: Hitchhiking might be the best way to disappear without a trace, but it comes with hazards.

My cheeks caught fire as I recalled the phone call I got from a friendly neighbor, warning me not to go home.

“The police are piled up outside your door, inside your apartment,” she’d said with disdain oozing from her voice. “There’s camera crews lined up around the street.”

Word was that my boyfriend—ahem, ex-boyfriend—was selling prescription pills when I wasn’t home.

I was floored when I heard and caught a live feed link on Twitter. The police streamed out of my apartment with everything I owned: my pink T-shirt Feral Childe dress, my cotton cashmere M. Patmos pants, and other precious designer clothing crumpled into clear little plastic bags to be locked away.

He’d kept his stashes in the pockets of my clothes and inside my shoes. I had to watch as garments were carried out. The ones in the very front, on display in my closet. Very special garments I wore with care, as they were the most expensive. Did he stash them in all of them? Did they have to take in the actual clothes? Couldn’t they just take the drugs?

What an idiot! We had a good life. I had a great job. He had a great bod. And he didn’t mind that I occasionally went away on weekends alone to some beach resort or sometimes to vineyards or spa retreats. It worked for us. He wasn’t for forever, but was my good for the moment.

There was no way my job would take me back after the fiasco ended up on the evening news. There was no way I’d take him back after destroying everything. Scandals weren’t in my five-year plan. I needed a clean slate.

And a better taste in boyfriends. Or did I even need one? 

It was as good a reason as any to make a sudden life change, only my dream of disappearing into the night to start a life somewhere else with a fresh slate wasn’t working out so hot.

More like too hot...

Miles from nowhere. Everything was baking, sweltering. The Georgia summer sun spared me no mercy. It was going to take a lot of damage control to fix my skin. I wanted nothing more than an aloe bath and a gallon of ice water.

Cell phone dead. Dust was somehow getting under the rhinestone cover. I hoped it wasn’t broken, and at the same time, I was tempted to leave it behind. I didn’t want to turn it on later to field the calls or be told I was fired.

I didn’t need to be told. I knew I was. 

Maybe I could sell it, but I’d still need to turn it on to delete the data.

I cried when one of my Valentino Rock Stud flip flops broke. Pure torture is piecing back together $300 shoes with a tiny bit of duct tape I recycled from a dingy truck seat.

Disappearing without a trace was costing me a fortune.

I debated walking or trying to wait things out where I was. It was around noon, so the heat was only going to get worse. I’d give anything for water and shade. I dipped my hand into my shirt, pulling the band of my bra to give my boobs some air, and raised my shirt all the way up to my chest. The more expensive the bra, the heavier it gets while sweating. I was tempted to take it off, but I didn’t want it to get dirty. I was hoping to salvage it. I’d need to look good if I wanted to land another job. Walking meant wearing the material out while it was wet, and I was already burned; I didn’t need rashes on top of it.

I sat down on a hump of gravel, propping up my arms with my knees and lowering my head. I needed to hide my face from the sun to prevent much more burning.

If I didn’t get out of this sun, I was going to die of heat exposure.

A far-off rumbling sounded like distant thunder, and my heart lifted. Rain? Perfect. I needed it.

Instead, in the distance, a cloud of dust was billowing, the source heading in my direction. It had to be a car.

Even better!

I sprung up and stuffed my dead phone into my pocket. I ran out into the middle of the road, waving my arms.

My heart thundered, echoing the sound of the car tires over the gravel. With the pot-holed gravel road, it was taking forever for the car to get close.

I was tempting fate again. It could be another jerk. The last person I climbed into the car with told me once we were out here in the middle of nowhere to give him a hand job. I refused, jumped out of the car when he persisted, and he left me stranded.

Maybe this time I wouldn’t refuse a hand favor if someone could at least get me to a town.

What had my life come to?

I waved more as the car got closer, and I put out a thumb. That was a sign for hitchhiking still, right?

The car seemed to speed up and turned slightly as if veering to go around me.

Was the driver going to try to pass me?

Don’t do this to me! Be a civilized human being, please!

I widened my stance, keeping to the dead center of the road. The narrow lane meant they couldn’t ignore me. There was a ditch on either side they couldn’t avoid unless they wanted to hurt the car.

Unless they planned to crash into me.

I clenched my jaw and waited, waved, and hoped.

The car zoomed toward me, and I suddenly felt like we were playing chicken.

Sports car. Old model. I made a wild, hopeful guess it was a man inside.

I took a chance and lifted my shirt, exposing my breasts to get his attention.

Desperate times...

If he wouldn’t stop to help out of kindness, I was pretty sure my boobs would at least get him to slow down.

When he was a few feet away and still rolling in, I was a breath away from leaping from the road. The driver jammed the breaks. The car skidded at the last moment and drifted sideways along the road. The side of the bumper stopped just a few feet away from me.

My pulse raced. An unpleasant taste took over my mouth. My hands shook. I could have died.

At least he stopped. I lowered my shirt and wiped my face to clear some sweat.

The car was a black Montego with shiny chrome trim around the underbelly, at the bumpers and around the windows. The vintage car was in great condition, besides the fresh white dust from the gravel roadway, enough to pile up around the Mercury logo.

The car door flung open and a guy popped out, a little over six foot with dark pilot sunglasses on his tanned face.

Brown hair, simple tapered to the nape style, with frosted blond highlights that stuck out in different directions, but it was hard to tell if the light color was natural from sunlight or dyed. Strong jaw with a stylish, two-day unshaven face, enough to make him look more mature and give shadow to his cheeks. 

The surprise was that he was super polished. I could spot cultured elite from a mile away, and he oozed it, from his hair style, to the way he was standing. What was he doing out in the middle of farmland?

His jaw was tight, with his nose flared. His disapproving scowl and heaving chest told me he was irate.

I retained my stance, drawing my head back to appear humble. I was desperate. I needed water. 

“Are you insane?” His voice was silvery, yet there was a huskiness, and I wasn’t sure if the rough edge to it was natural or it was because he was stressed.

I spoke delicately as I could over the rumble of the still-running engine. “I need a ride. Or water, if you have it.”

He tilted his head, scanning me down to my chest and then back up to my face. An eyebrow lifted enough to arch over the sunglasses, and he twisted his lips. “Didn’t your mother teach you modesty? Someone worse than me could have been out here.”

Worse than him? I scoffed, ditching my dainty tone for something practical. “It’s hot. You were the only person who’s come by for hours... And then you were going way too fast and acting like you were going to drive through me.”

He whipped off his sunglasses, giving me a startled glare with wide blue eyes. “What? I thought you were hurt. I was trying to get here faster to see what the emergency was.”

The light blueness of his eyes stunned me, how they clashed with the even, deeply tanned skin of his cheeks. He had a country charm to his face. What caught my attention more was the disarming feeling that settled into me as those eyes showed he was genuinely concerned more than angry.

I had pictured him as rugged and possibly uptight while he had the glasses on. The eyes softened everything about him.

I relaxed my shoulders and breathed out slowly through my lips, giving myself a chance to calm. The heat was making me snappy, and that wasn’t nice of me given I was asking the favor. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was desperate. I’m sunburned and lost. If you have any water at all... A ride would be better, if you can.”

His irritated demeanor instantly evaporated and his face relaxed. His lips formed a loose smile, something on the verge of amused. He looked me over again, but this time he seemed more curious. My burned skin and dry, cracked lips proved I was earnest about being in danger. My dark hair was wild, as I hadn’t combed it out. The frizz levels had to be astronomical.

He fiddled with the glasses in his hand. “Where to?” he asked.

“I was heading to Charleston,” I said. It was as big a town that I could get lost in, but still held some refinement. I could find work. I could blend in. “But any place between here and there with water is fine by me. I just need to get out of this sun.”

“No kidding,” he said. “You look like a tomato.”

He might have been right, but he seemed to know just what to say to cause a surge of embarrassment through my heart. I bit my tongue and forced a pleasant smile. “If you can’t help me, if you could give me some water... Anything. Please. I don’t have much cash on me, but I can pay for it. And maybe put in something for me in Uber. Or a cab. Anything.”

His lips tightened. His gaze went to the fields around us, and I wondered if he was trying to figure out how he could drive around me.

“How’d you end up out here?” he asked.

“It’s a long story.”

He nodded slowly, replaced his sunglasses, and waved to me. “Come on, tomato.”

A small wave of dizziness crashed over me, and I hoped this wasn’t a mistake. I could take a few crude comments if it meant I made it out of this place alive.

I stepped carefully over the gravel to get to the car, the rocks easily biting at my feet through the thin shoes.

He sprinted to open the passenger door, a gesture I took with some surprise. He might have some rough edges, but he was still a Southern gentleman.

I studied him as I approached. He wore jeans, G-Star brand. The T-shirt I couldn’t place. It was simple, slight V-neck, light blue, no logo. Looked like cotton blend. He had some bulk around the chest, but with the way the clothes went around, it was hard to tell if it was bigger pecs than his rib section or just his broad arms making that appearance.

I leaned to get into his car until I spotted the seat. Leather. Expensive. I paused, looking back at him. “I’m sorry...”

He gazed at me, an eyebrow lifting above the ridge of his sunglasses again. “Stop being sorry and get in.”

“It’s just that I’m sweat covered and your seats.” I motioned to the leather. “I don’t want to ruin it. That stitching looks expensive.”

He wrinkled his nose. The gruff to his silvery tone continued, and I believed it to be natural. “I thought you were dying. You’re worried about the seat? What’s wrong with you?”

“I was...” I grimaced, unsure how he made it my fault for being nice. He made it so difficult to be polite. “Never mind, I guess.”

He harrumphed and nudged my arm, and I took a step back. He pulled a sports coat out of the back and showed it to me. “You prefer to sit on this? It’s all I’ve got.”

I grimaced at the Theory coat—wool and cashmere mix in an ebony color, easily seven hundred dollars. “Well, how much is it exactly to clean leather?”

“Not as much as the coat,” he said, and he threw it back into the rear seat in a heap. “Just get in, will you?”

I wasn’t sure if that was true or not, but I wasn’t going to argue any more. I did get in, sitting on the very edge of the cool leather, trying to make myself as tiny as possible. I dropped my wallet to the floor, tugged the phone out to join it.

I sucked in a breath to hold briefly, avoiding looking at his face as he got into the car. I was embarrassed by how I must have looked and my situation and didn’t want to see any pity.

He closed the door and smacked the dashboard to flick a dial. A wall of ice-cold air hit my body.

My muscles seized, taking in the change and adjusting. My mouth opened as I tried to cool off my insides, too. I opened my arms a bit, tugging the shirt away from my stomach and chest. I probably appeared insane, but my skin was sticky and I wanted to dry enough that I could sit back.

Then I realized I smelled awful. Ugh. I closed up, trying to prevent further assault to my senses. I could taste the dirt and sweat in the air, as horrid as it was.

He changed gear and started the Montego down the road. He started slow, but within moments was over sixty, and tilting toward ninety. He was skidding over the rocks and the potholes had me bouncing in the seat at first, until he was going so fast we were flying over them.

I gripped my door and reached around for a seatbelt. “Take your time,” I said. “I think I’ll be okay.”

He turned his head to me, eyebrow arched. “What?”

I snapped the seatbelt into place, deciding it would be wrong to be critical of his driving when he was doing me a favor. There was a water bottle in the console between us. I eyeballed it, licking my lips. “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything to drink.”

He reached down, grabbing the bottle. “Not much left.” He shook the contents and passed it over.

I took it, draining what was left, and then coughed when parts of my throat were still parched.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded, and then licked what I could from the inside of the bottle, shaking it for whatever drops I could get.

When I got what I could, I replaced the bottle in the holder and settled back into the seat. The sea of cotton and soybean fields around us stretched on for miles. We had a way to go before we’d reach civilization.

The inside of the Montego had been refurbished to something more exquisite than the original. I knew little of old American cars, but I did know the dashboard couldn’t have been originally in wood. The leather was also brand new, and not part of the original interior. He’d smashed together old vintage with new luxury finishes. “Did you rebuild it yourself?” I asked.

He laughed deeply, reaching to adjust the direction of the air from his vents my direction. “I might have made a few modifications.”

“It’s a nice one,” I said, and it was, even though it wasn’t to my taste. “It’s hard to find a sixties Montego in such good shape. You had the engine redone?”

His head tilted like he wanted to look at me but didn’t want to take his eyes off the road. “Usually you have to with old beauties like these. You can tell, huh?”

I wasn’t surprised by the question. I found a little joy in surprising people with what I knew, something I gained by reading widely or in deep conversations with people who had a passion for such things. A Montego was an uncommon choice to rework. “The old Montegos couldn’t reach ninety that quickly. The dash isn’t original, is it? I didn’t think they used wood.”

A playful smile made his attractive face light up. “You should see my other toys.” He drove with his left hand, reaching for me, open palm in offering. “Ace.”

I placed my hand in his, trying to keep it a light touch as my hands were clammy with drying sweat. I paused. “Em—,” I stopped short. My real name might be all over the news by now. If Georgia news reached out here to South Carolina and he’d been paying any attention, he’d have heard it. I hadn’t come up with an alternative name for myself, and the first one I could think of was Emily. Did I look like an Emily?

He clutched at my hand, keeping it in his grasp. “Em? Is that short for something?”

I flinched, glancing between the road and the speedometer. “Emily...” He wasn’t asking for a last name, so I didn’t offer. “Is Ace short for something?”

“Nope,” he said. He squeezed my hand gently but continued to hold on. “So, what’s your story?”

I slid my eyes forward in an obvious way to indicate the road. I tried to tug my hand back, but he held on. “What?”

“You’re out in the middle of nowhere in those clothes, and you want me to believe it’s just a coincidence?” His other hand turned the wheel. The car swerved.

I slid across the seat, first into the door and then into the center, the console stopping me from spilling on top of him. The only thing holding me up enough was his hand grasping mine, locking it into place. 

I cursed to myself. Good going, I just hopped into the car of a maniac. I tugged to get him to release me. “Let go. Watch the road.”

“Not until you tell me why you’re out here.”

My heart was in my throat and my stomach twisted into a sharp knot. “I was stranded.”

We swerved again, and I slid over. The car lunged toward a ditch, where the front tires almost went in, but he turned the wheel at the last moment. It bumped hard into a pothole, causing me to strain hard against the seatbelt.

His hand kept me steady at the console. I grasped what I could of the door with my other hand, bracing as best as I could in preparation for another swerve. “Stop it!”

His grasp on my hand continued to hold strong, and he frowned in my direction. “I don’t like being followed. I don’t like being filmed.”

The fact he feared for his privacy didn’t surprise me, something my wealthiest clients always complained about. His suspicion of me had me shaken. “Okay!?” I cried out. “Next time I see someone filming you, I’ll tell them Ace doesn’t like it. I get it, but I have no idea who you are and I wasn’t out there for a scoop or whatever you think I want.”

His mouth slackened, lips parting, revealing clean, even teeth that were almost too perfect. He was thinking. Did he believe me?

I huffed. In a brash move, I caught his hand holding mine with my free one and held as if I was going to hold him in place even if he wanted it back. He was clearly driving fine even with one hand. I wasn’t going to be intimidated. “Do you see my sunburn? Not fake. What was the likelihood I knew you’d be out here? I would have stopped anyone coming by. I just wanted a ride. I don’t care who you are.”

He tried to release me then, but I clung to him, angry that he’d gotten me so irritated and was so reckless, even if I was mimicking him now and calling his bluff.

“Let go,” he said.

Now he’s concerned? Slowly, I released his hand and he reclaimed the wheel.

He drove in silence, both hands on the wheel and focused on the lane. My heart quaked in my chest, unsure he wouldn’t try something else.

I kept my back pressed to the seat. Damn the leather. I wanted to hide my shaking and at least appear unfazed by this.

Minutes went by with his lips firmly pursed. “Sorry,” he said eventually. He wiped the tips of his fingers across his lips and then wiped his palm across his forehead. “I already ran into two today.”

“Two what? Reporters? Women standing out in the middle of the road asking for help who turned out to be carrying cameras?” I bent over to scoop up my phone to show to him, pushing buttons and still getting a black screen. “My phone is dead. I don’t have another camera. Not that I’d care to use one right now. If you don’t believe it, we can stick everything in the trunk. I don’t care.”

He relaxed his shoulders and then rubbed at his face, his fingers making scratching sounds against the gruff around his cheeks and chin. “I’m not crazy. It’s been a weird week.”

“How so? Besides this, I mean.”

“So far today, two girls dressed up as maids at the hotel I was staying at. They started snooping through my things while I was passed out in bed. Right in front of me. I woke up with one of them shoving a camera in my face and the other threatening to get into bed naked with me unless I answered questions. I eventually tricked them, trapping them in a bathroom and getting the hell out of there.”

That was very extreme, but I wasn’t too surprised to hear it. Amateur gossip bloggers, and sometimes gold diggers, showed up at my work way more often these days. It was too easy to find out who so and so hung out with, where he bought his clothes, etc. I had to deal with a few asking me what gossip I might have heard with the job I had. “They aren’t still trapped, are they?”

“I called security the moment I was out of there,” he said. “They’ll be lucky if they aren’t arrested.”

“Why did you pick me up if you thought I could be another one?”

He shrugged, the thin shirt bunching around the muscles of his arms and shoulders. “Just in case I was wrong. Don’t want to be that kind of guy, leaving someone out in the middle of nowhere.”

It was still a risk to drive so crazy, but it was also a risk to admit his problems to a stranger. “You’re a politician? Is there a reason they target you?” 

He frowned. “Don’t ask.”

“Sounds like I need to. Even for gossip, breaking into a hotel room is pretty audacious.”

He stared off toward the road. “They wanted Internet drama. The usual sort. Let people find out something is wrong with you, hell just anything, and it gets twisted until hate rains down. Doesn’t help when...” He paused. “Never mind. Don’t worry about it.”

“Your name’s not really Ace, is it?”

He smirked. “Why are you out here alone?”

I didn’t like not knowing who he was, but then, I couldn’t fully be honest with him, either.

At least we both had a similar desire to be out of the public limelight.

Let him keep his secrets, but first thing I’d need to do was get away from him. I didn’t need vloggers doing something stupid and roping me up in whatever they wanted from him. “Looking for God,” I said flatly.

He waited and then laughed “Really?”

“Does it matter?” I asked. “If you’re heading toward Charleston, drop me off as close as possible without going out of your way. I’ll stay quiet the entire time. I don’t need to know anything about you.” I placed a palm over my heart. “I’m not a reporter or a vlogger or anything. I don’t care about you. I can’t entrap you if I sit still and do and say nothing.”

He pressed his lips together and breathed out slowly. He nodded. “Okay.”

I suspected there was more to this than he was saying. Vloggers usually don’t pick random people to harass in such an extreme way, to the point where those two could have been arrested. To not have called the police on them was strange. I’d a feeling he had more to hide than he let on. I raised an eyebrow but kept my lips pressed, wanting to keep my promise to stay quiet, not ask questions, and let him take me as far as he could.

I had my own problems. 

I was impulsive and left town as soon as I’d heard there was trouble. My instinct had been to avoid the police—they were after my ex, not me. I wanted to stay out of the matter. I knew from movies to stay under the radar of the police, to not use my credit cards and to not turn on my cell phone or they could trace where you’re at. I had little cash on me. And I had no idea what I needed to do next.

I’d never been as scared for my reputation and dignity as within the last twenty-four hours. I was running low on steam and needed to find a place to cool my burning skin, to regroup and plan the next steps.

Suddenly, his head jerked back. His eyes widened as he stomped on the break. Hard.

I jerked forward, bracing as best as I could. The seatbelt tugged against me and held me in place at the waist.

The car skidded for a second but then stopped.

“What are you doing?” I cried out to him, sure that he was simply crazy now.

He ignored me and jumped out of the car, looking down toward the fender.

We had gone a few miles since he’d picked me up, and we were near farmhouses, two next to each other.

Ace bent at the knee, disappeared in front of his car for a minute. I waited, leaning forward, wondering if he was worried about damaging his car on something.

When he reappeared, he’d had a small Pomeranian in his hands. The little dog barked. He held a hand close to his nose so the dog could sniff. It did and then proceeded to lick at his fingers.

I pressed a hand over my heart. I hadn’t even seen a dog at all. It had sandy fur, nearly the same color as the road. He could have run right over it and not noticed.

Ace did a half jog toward one of the homes, I assumed taking a guess as to who owned the dog. He knocked, waited. Within a minute, it was opened and an older lady, looking surprised, spoke to him.

When he returned, he carried two plastic water bottles, grinning ear to ear like a sly cat.

“Apparently, he snuck out the back door earlier,” he said. He dropped one bottle in the cup holder and passed the other to me.

“You traded him for water?”

He chuckled. “She wanted to give me $20. I was going to just say no but...circumstances.”

“I didn’t even see him,” I said. “He’s the same color as the road.”

“Good thing I was the one driving. I’ve got hawk-like vision.”

I took the bottle he handed me, drinking all of it except for a splash I put into my hand to wipe at my face.

I stole glances at Ace as he drove. It was tempting to ask a few questions, but I’d promised to be quiet. Despite his craziness, I desperately appreciated his assistance. I wanted to know his real name so I could send him some sort of thank you later on, but respected his privacy enough to let it be. He wasn’t a bad guy, rather nice and thoughtful.

Nothing to do now but wait for him to drop me off somewhere.

The dusty road went on for miles. I settled back into the seat, staring out the window. Eventually, all the green and bright blue day blurred and was too much for my senses, so I closed my eyes.
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A ripping of my skin woke me.

My cheek burned, and when I moved my head again, it caused another very sharp ripping. I stopped, afraid to do any more.

I moaned and opened my eyes. I opened my watery eyes. Everything blended into a dark gray haze around me. Where was I?

The more I moved to sit up, the more my skin pulled away from the seat. Pain radiated through my body. 

It took me a moment to remember the Montego and realize that it was inside a garage. I was still parched and sunburned, and a layer of sweat had dried on me, making sticking to the leather worse. Maybe I should have accepted the coat to sit on.

Ace was nowhere I could see.

The car was still making noise, as if it had just been shut off. The air was still cool. He hadn’t been gone long.

I moved to open the door, but found myself without energy to pull my arm away from the seat and push open the heavy metal door. The discomfort was doubled as the sunburn already pained me.

I readied myself to try and climb out despite the pain. I was tempted to fall back asleep; my body wanted to.

“Ace?” I called out, but my throat was so dry my voice was nothing more than a raspy whisper. Where had he run off to?

I closed my eyes, knowing sitting up would hurt and dreading it.

The door opened next to me, and an unfamiliar face loomed in.

It was hard to determine his age. Asian features. Hard lines. Angled jaw. Unique but handsome. His dark hair was clipped short to his skin, except for at the top of his head, which stood up, stylishly brushed to one side and sticking up in places. He had a beard that only followed his jawline and was topped with a mustache. The look accentuated the thinness at his cheeks.

His dark clothes blended in with the darkness inside the garage. For a moment, he looked like he had a floating head. He looked over my body and then up to my eyes, hovering but not touching. He squinted at me. “Are you hurt?”

“She needs water.” Ace’s voice floated over, but echo-y, and then the sound of a water bottle being shaken. “Give her this.”

A bottle materialized in front of my lips, held by the man beside me.

“Drink,” he said in a hushed tone. He had a deep, non-native accent, but it also sounded more British than anything Asian. My muddled mind found it hard to place.

I did, reaching for the bottle to grasp myself so I could gulp. The water rushed over my extremely dry throat. I coughed hard as it itched which launched my body into shifting around the seat, tugging my burned skin against the leather. I stiffened, moaning my complaint. I shouldn’t have slept. It made everything worse.

“Easy,” he said and tugged the bottle away. “Small sips.”

“We need to get her inside,” Ace said. “But if she’s able, let’s walk upright and quickly so hopefully the neighbors don’t notice.”

“I should probably call a doctor,” the man said. He brought the bottle back to me and offered it. “Small sips,” he said, softer this time.

I nodded and took it easy, even though I wanted to drown myself in the water. I managed to get my throat moist enough to speak, my voice scratchy. “I was just overheated. I think I’m okay.”

“What should we do, Soma?” Ace asked.

Soma? Like the brand? Did I hear that right?

“Stay here,” Soma said to Ace. “Help me get her out of the car.”

Soma angled himself out and Ace appeared. His glasses had been removed, and he kept a stern frown on his lips, his blue eyes focused. He reached in and tugged me by the elbow, urging me to stand.

Too fast. He was pulling and I was moving so he wouldn’t put too much pressure on my burned skin, causing my skin to peel from the leather. I sucked air through my teeth sharply, letting go of the bottle to grip the seat. Pain and heat seared my skin and I stiffened to try to stop it. Water spilled over my lap and down my legs.

Soma caught Ace by the elbow. “Stop.”

Ace hovered, a hand waiting to support me but not wanting to touch me. “Sorry. I’m sorry. Sorry. What do I do?” He moved away from me, groaning and pulling back his upper lip. “You said to get her out.”

“I apologize,” Soma said, his voice firm but level, and motioned for Ace to get out of the way. “We can’t tug people like dolls.”

Ace grunted, took a step back. “I wasn’t treating her like a doll.” He looked again at me. “I’m sorry. I’m trying. I’ll be gentle. Once you’re out, you should be okay, yeah?”

“It’s fine,” I said through clenched teeth and teary eyes, not wanting to have them argue over an accident. After all, they were trying to help me. “Just give me room to get out.” I was just going to have to stand up and take it. Staying here longer was making it worse; I kept reattaching to the leather every time my skin touched it.

Soma backed away and Ace held the door for me, offering a hand. I balled my fists and forced myself to stand. I used Ace to pull myself out of the car.

Every bit of my back burned madly as I peeled myself out of the chair. My thighs were the worst, radiating pain, a rash forming. My tears clouded my vision.

Soma was instantly by my side. He was tall, but it was all I could see through my watering eyes. He offered an arm for me to take. “Let me bring you inside. Hold on to me if you need to.”

“I’ll stay here,” Ace said, looking over the inside of his car.

The longer I stood, the better I was; my skin started to cool. I studied my arms, touching where they were the reddest, checking for any blistering, testing to see how bad it was.

When I didn’t take his hand, Soma put a hand at the base of my back— not touching, but I sensed him— encouraging me to hurry along.

The garage was long, three spots were taken up by cars, another possible parking spot appeared empty. The garage door for the Montego was closed, and a normal human door next to it was partially open, letting in daylight.

He guided me to the small door. I was slow, forcing my legs to work and also not wanting to have my clothes on my body any more, as those felt heavy. However, the more I moved, the easier it got. By the time I stepped outside, I was eager to use what energy I had left to find more water.

Outside was a small garden dotted with short magnolia trees and hibiscus bushes. There were cobblestone walkways weaving around a couple of bubbling birdbath fountains. The garden was surrounded by a low stone wall, teamed up with boxwood hedges. Both the wall and hedges stopped at the waist, allowing anyone passing by a view of the gardens.

That was a problem if anyone was looking at us now, especially if Ace had recently escaped two crazy women filming him. It made sense now why he was hesitant to have me in open view of the neighborhood. How would it appear if he had a red and dingy woman going into his house? But I hadn’t asked to come here.

We hurried through to the back door of a three-story house. It was painted yellow, with white craftsman trim. The back porch was wide, wrapping around the house, and further exposed us to the street.

I didn’t get much of a chance to note the details as Soma rushed me inside. My eyes were still watery from pain, so I focused on trying to collect myself.

Once we were inside, Soma closed a heavy wooden door behind me. He threw the latch and turned to me. His large, dark eyes scanned my face, studying my features, and then drifted down over my body. “Are you dizzy at all? How bad is that burn? Maybe I should call a doctor to come over.”

He was locking Ace out? I waved a dismissal at him. “Please, don’t,” I said. “If Ace is worried about some reputation, a doctor making a house call is weird enough. I think I’m just sunburned and dehydrated. Nothing lotion and more water can’t cure.”

“Health trumps what anyone else might think, rumors... Ace would agree with that.” His hand drifted toward my face, hovering over a cheek, but he paused. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

“Go ahead.” I braced myself. Part of me worried I really did need a doctor. How badly had I damaged myself? I slept in the car, but had I passed out from heat exhaustion? I didn’t feel nauseated, at least.

My streak of bad luck would become overwhelming if I had to pay heap loads of medical bills on top of everything else.

With care, he brushed fingertips over my forehead and cheek, feeling. It hurt like a burn would but nothing too notably painful. He followed up with touching my shoulders, the worst parts. “How bad does this hurt?”

“Not as bad,” I said. “The leather was worse because it was sticking to my skin.”

He stopped, lowered his hand and nodded. “If you aren’t feeling ill, then let’s get your body cooled off. We can treat the irritation. Perhaps a light rinse in a shower?”

Was that a good idea? “Perhaps.” I tenderly touched my forearm. It paled for a second and returned to a deep red in the next instant. I didn’t want to make water bubbles under the dead skin. Still, I was stinky, and gross and it was probably better to at least rinse that off. “I do need to clean myself and a good lathering of aloe.”

I studied the entry way, temporarily distracted by where I was. The hall had dark wood flooring with white molding and yellow wallpaper. The style seemed to accentuate the fact that it was an antique house. There were portraits on the walls of people in outdated clothing, and expensive-looking vases on pedestals and alongside tables, some filled with mixes of fresh flowers: some roses but a lot of dahlias and allium, large-ball blooms of color. The nature of the house had me struck with confusion after being in fields most of the heated morning. 

“I’ll get everything you might need.” He took a few steps down the hall, his hard-soled shoes echoing until he stepped onto a carpet runner. He became silent after, stopping to look back, indicating I should follow.

I wiped my eyes to clear the watery blur, pondering trusting him further and asking myself what I was getting into. Soma was tall, with narrow hips, appearing even slimmer in his dark pants that were folded up at the ankle. He wore a light cotton, long- sleeved black shirt, a loose crew neck, slightly form fitting. No brand labels I could see to identify, but the material seemed a good quality. It resembled the garments I often wore while working: low key, professional, unassuming, a comfortable blend, breathable and flexible for a lot of bending and crouching. I took it to mean he was some sort of assistant to Ace. 

As I hesitated, he tilted his head and his expression changed from stoic, becoming softer. His eyes were beautiful, with dark lashes I was envious of and he had an inviting, calming smile. “Would you prefer if I call in a woman to assist further?” The English accent became more prominent the more he spoke. 

“No,” I said quietly, wondering if there was someone else in the house... and how many someones, exactly. Perhaps the fewer people who saw me, the better. I was the one asking for help when they didn’t have to offer any. Ace could have just as easily dropped me off at a gas station. I was just wondering if I shouldn’t say thank you and leave. The tension seemed high here. I was a lot of trouble and I didn’t wish to remain where I was a burden.

A motor started. It sounded like a car in the garage behind us. It stayed for a minute but then quickly drifted away. Ace decided to leave? Didn’t Soma tell him to stay?

Soma’s face returned to hard lines and rather unreadable. The tension radiating from him was suddenly apparent to me. Was he irritated with Ace for leaving or with me continuing to hesitate?

He returned his gaze to me. “Are you afraid?” he asked. “Are we making you nervous? I assure you, you’re in no danger here.”

“No, it isn’t that,” I said politely, willing to make things easier. “But if I’m so much trouble, would it be better if we dropped me off somewhere else? I understand Ace probably doesn’t want attention right now and this seems very risky.”

Soma’s face again changed from stoic to something softer, gentle and soothing. “Perhaps it would have been, but it’s more for your sake than our trouble, I assure you. But you’re here now, and I’ll do everything in my power to help heal your body and get you back where you need to be as soon as possible. And I promise you’ll leave here unaffected by anything.”

I was sure if they knew about me, they’d disagree and kick me out right away. Only, I now thought perhaps I’d take their help, give myself a moment to shower and cool off and figure out next steps. The sooner I left, the sooner they could go back to normal and I wouldn’t have to worry about muddying their reputation.

I hurried down the hall, as light as I could in broken sandals. Soma stepped quickly up a flight of stairs. I trailed behind him, listening for signs of anyone else in the house and hearing no one. I could only hope I wasn’t making things worse for my rescuers.
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(Ace)

Ace crossed Broad Street, following King into the heart of downtown Charleston. The full bloom of the late summer months meant tourists were crowding the streets. 

The air conditioner blasted his face, keeping him awake.

As he drove, doubt seeped in. Maybe he should have dropped her off at a gas station like she’d said, but that seemed cruel somehow. His house was probably the first place they’d look for him. Maybe he should send her and Soma to a hotel. If they were out of his house, Soma could treat her better and get her sent on her way and by tomorrow morning, everything would be put back to normal.

As normal as life was for them.

The corner of his mouth twitched, instinctively wanting to frown. He kept correcting this, trying to appear indifferent to anyone looking in on him from the sidewalks.

He turned the Montego onto Market Street, slowing through crowds of vacationers passing on foot. When he caught a lucky open parking spot closer to where Market met with Concord, he pulled in, shut off the engine.

He scanned the inside of his car and noticed a wallet and phone in the floor on the passenger side. Emily’s?

He scooped both up and ejected himself from the car. The phone he tucked in with his own into his pocket. The wallet was too wide, so he kept it in his hands. He locked up and stuffed his keys into his front pocket. 

The City Market took up the middle of Market Street, and stalls sold sweetgrass baskets, candy, postcards, whatever else people on vacation buy. He crossed the street, avoiding cars and pedestrians, and headed south along Market, into the heart of gift shops and restaurants. The sidewalks were cluttered with benches, displays and menu boards.

He ducked into a brown brick building with a white door and windows that may have once been a house in the past, but now was Lowcountry Bistro.

He waved to the harried hostess, who was talking to a quad of elderly tourists about who had what allergies. She noted him, recognition setting in quickly. She pointing to the bar and waved him on. Ace politely excused his way through.

“Enjoy your lunch,” he said to the women as he passed. “And have a very lovely day.”

“I love how polite everyone is,” stage-whispered one of them to the other.

Ace fought a desire to smirk, although it crept in a little. Yankees always seemed impressed by everyday common courtesy.

The bistro’s lunch crowd was fairly noisy, with a fair amount of glass and silverware clinking from around the bar, the customers talking over each other and beyond into the kitchen. Wood floors and brick walls added an echo, and the sound of sliding chairs and chatter from the second floor’s additional seating reverberated overhead.

Ace found the bar and took a stool at the very end. He angled himself so he could watch the door. He drew out Emily’s phone, setting it down with her wallet. It was safer in here with him than sitting out in the car, a temptation to be stolen, especially when her case was so glittery. Were those rhinestones?

He flipped the phone over, checking it out, testing the button. It appeared as dead as she’d claimed. Grains of dirt and sand clung between the stones in the case, some of it getting under the case itself. Not a great case if it was doing that.

How long was she out there? 

Taking out his own phone, he typed a message. He needed an extra hand. 

ACE: At the Lowcountry Bistro. Come find me.

That was all. The guy lived two blocks away about, so if he was at home, it wouldn’t take him long to get here.

Ace ordered food from the bartender, and while he waited, he opened Emily’s case to clear away the dirt as best as he could, to idly pass time. 

Half a sweet tea and two bites into a club sandwich later, Diego Ramirez sat down on the stool beside Ace. His dark hair was combed back, wet like he’d showered earlier. His Hispanic features were distinct. He wore a dark pants suit, white shirt and black tie. He ordered a ginger ale— heavy on the ice— before addressing Ace.

“You rang?” he quipped, his voice deep.

“Very funny,” Ace said, dazzled into staring at the colorful bottles of liquor lining the bar before slowly tugging his gaze away to look at him. “I sent a text to you earlier. Did you get it? Did you manage to find out what happened to the girls? The vloggers?”

Diego held up one finger. “First thing, I need you to know that while I appreciate how you all have helped me remove myself from my old workplace and gave me a leg up here in Charleston, but I can’t keep coming around on short notice all the time like a trained dog.”

Ace bobbed his head. “I understand that.”

“If I had been in the middle of something...”

Ace warded off Diego’s finger by waving his palm. “I get it. But if you don’t want to come out to play, don’t pick up your phone. I’ll call someone else. Just thought you’d appreciate the job is all. Seems like your sort of thing.” It’s what he appreciated about Diego. He was new to them but didn’t mind the oddball situations and he kept info to himself. It was hard to find trustworthy people. 

Diego rolled his eyes. “The girls who were harassing you got kicked out of the hotel, but I managed to keep security from calling the police on them.” Diego received his drink, thanked the bartender and waved off the question if he wanted to order anything. When the bartender left, he continued. “I thought it was better for keeping it lowkey. Any video they might have had, it was deleted. We made sure it was cleaned up.” He gave Ace a look. He hadn’t acted alone on this, because he couldn’t have gotten there and back in time here if he’d gone. “If they try to say anything at this point, it’s a you say, they say situation. It’s fifty-fifty they might try that.”

Ace nodded, tracing the condensation against the iced tea glass. He wiped his fingers clean on a napkin. “Anyone catch what happened this morning after I got back home?”

Diego cocked a dark eyebrow, turning his head slightly to address him. “I wasn’t informed about anything. If I don’t know about it, it probably went unnoticed. Another mess?”

“Picked up a hitchhiker.”

Diego sputtered. “You’re joking.”

Ace stared hard at his tea, unwilling to repeat himself. Yeah, it was a mistake. He relayed the situation, and how now there’s a girl at his house getting whatever treatment Soma could provide.

Diego pressed a napkin to his lips, masking his expression. “You’re insane. After what happened this morning? I don’t care what she claimed; you have no idea who she is.”

Guilt seeped in and Ace scrunched his shoulders. Maybe that was true. He’d just brought a stranger into his house. Under the circumstances, he had no idea if this was innocent, or if...his friend...had sent her along for a reason. He liked to rig surprises. He nodded to the black wallet and phone. “I could check, but I don’t want to get accused of anything.”

Diego squinted, sighed and made a give-me motion with his hands. “Leave me to do the dirty work.”

Ace slid the two items over, feeling better about giving this to a licensed professional. “I doubt she’s one of those vloggers, or any reporter. If she was, she wouldn’t have left all this behind. And she was in really bad shape when I last saw her.”

“It could just mean she’s not that great at it.” Diego opened the snap on the wallet, digging out a license, checking the photo and a name. “What do you know? You said her name was Emily?”

“Yeah.”

“She lied about that.” Diego pulled his phone out, connecting to a secure network to do a name search. When the results appeared, he dropped the wallet and slid it back to Ace. “Get rid of her.”

Ace coughed short, eyes widened. “What?”

“Call Soma. Tell him to take her anywhere else.” He pointed to the wallet. “That girl’s wanted for questioning in Atlanta in connection to some sort of drug bust. A pretty exposed one, too. She’s hot. Get rid of her.”

Ace’s jaw dropped, and he glanced at the wallet and phone sitting together, recalling her burned face. She’d been so out of it, she passed out. He also recalled her worrying about his car and ruining it with her sweat. “She doesn’t seem like the type.”

“It’s the guilty who run,” Diego said firmly. He pointed a forefinger at the bar top, stabbing at it to make his point. “Get this to her. Wipe your prints. You never saw her. Soma never met her. If you feel sorry for her, give her cash on her way out, but advise her to go back and answer the police. Don’t connect yourself to her anymore. With what you do, you don’t want the kind of attention she’s attracted.”

Ace sighed in frustration. What idiot jumps states during questioning? “Has he noticed?” Ace asked Diego, but he was very aware of who he was talking about—a clever but sometimes unruly friend. He liked getting Ace into trouble on occasion, usually with some cunning plan he let Ace in on after the fact.

“Not that I’m aware.” Diego pulled out his wallet, filed out a twenty, dropped it on the bar. “So you should do it before he does notice.”

Ace tapped his fingers on the bar, thinking. “Hm,” he said. Not really convinced. Something wasn’t right with it. “How’s business?”

“Starting to get some traction. Helped that I added my mother in on some things.” 

“Is she the one you sent to the hotel to handle the girls?”

“Sure did.”

Ace hadn’t been sure he would answer that way, but then he was surprised. “Was it safe? Didn’t you tell me once she was a little...weird?”

Diego smirked and then stood. “The most helpful people sometimes are really weird. Wish I could find a girlfriend like that.” 

“...Like your mother?”

“Funny.” He clapped Ace on the shoulder once and headed to the door. “Ciao, amigo.”

Ace drummed his thumbs against the edge of the bar, hesitating. Emily didn’t make sense. She knew a few things, knew clothing, and was familiar with quality. That’s what surprised him picking her up. While her style and ensemble screamed spoiled princess, she spoke softly and clearly was in need of serious help. Yet... she asked to be dropped off instead of asking to phone a friend for help. She didn’t have someone to call?

She was wanted for questioning; there was no warrant for arrest. Sometimes Diego was too careful, doing his job watching Ace’s back and cleaning up the occasional messes.

And he knew Ace had the weakness of being too curious for his own good. 

There was always more to a situation, but the longer she stuck around, the sooner his friend would notice and start asking questions. And if he found out about her, he could use that information against him. 

But only if she’d done what Diego claimed. What if...

He picked up the black leather wallet and opened it, checking the ID.

Evelyn Lacroix.

It was the eyes that got to him. They were sharp, full of confidence. She’d kept just the smallest smile for her photo, enough to look professional, edging on perfection. 

Absolutely stunning. Just like when he first saw her. Red like a tomato, but overall an amazing look that commanded attention.

He picked up his own phone, opened to a secure VPN browser, and did a search. Didn’t hurt to learn what he could about her. 

But he knew the truth. Diego knew he wouldn’t just dump her out of his house. He’d find out what was going on.
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(Eva)

Between the first floor and the second, Soma’s intensity seemed to lessen. His dark lashes moved rapidly over his eyes, and he kept his hands to his sides as he moved. 

I tried to relax as I followed him. I breathed slowly through my nose to try to feel more confident in being here. Ace had a house I was absolutely jealous of. The second floor was covered in an intricately woven carpet runners similar to downstairs. Soma stepped quietly through the hall, passing closed doors painted white with brass handles on the left, and a wall dotted with windows on the right that looked out onto the garden and street. More old portraits hung between windows and doors, the men and women staring at one another in contempt.

He stopped at a door, the second to last on the left. As he turned the handle, the metal creaked. He entered, then held the door open for me, urging me inside.

It was a bedroom connected to an en suite bath. The walls were papered with fancy, green leaf patterns, and the bedframe was brass. There were cedar furnishings, a dresser and side table with brass hardware and lamps. The area was neat, although the air tasted stale like it was rarely used. The collection gave a country, cozy feel but with posh touches like a glass and brass bedside tray and fine artistic paintings of beaches around the room.

Soma crossed the bedroom and opened the heavier draperies, leaving gauzy curtains down for privacy but still allowing natural light in. He scanned the bedroom and headed across to the bathroom.

He went through cabinets under the vanity sink, creating a collection of bottles on the marble counter.

I edged into the bathroom, watching him and spotting the large marble tile shower, big enough for four of me to fit inside and still have room. The bathroom space was mostly white, with shiplap walls and marble tile and woven bamboo rugs. Their decorator was meticulous. The space echoed the bedroom in touches alone, appearing clean and fashionable, but still had the feel of an antique house.

I spied the tub, and cooed audibly. 

The downside to having the apartment I’d had in my prior life was that it came with a standard tub. It reminded me of a spa’s tub. This one was sunken into the floor a little. The wide basin was big enough to let my body submerge into the water up to my neck easily. It had a curving seat to one side, and a dip for a neck and a bath pillow in place, ready for someone to use. 

Soma stopped what he was doing, looked at me and then what I was staring at. “Do you prefer a bath?”

Did I dare? 

“If it’s no more trouble,” I said, still a bit concerned about the imposition, but he was the one to offer. And why not? Would soaking be better for my skin than sprays of water? After a bath and some rest, I’d be in prime condition to venture out into... “Uhm, where are we, by the way?”

Soma scrunched his brows curiously. “In Charleston. In the South of Broad area.”

That explained the antique homes so close to one another, but I had started out guessing it to be Savannah. Ace hadn’t mentioned he lived in Charleston when I mentioned it, but then I promised not to ask too many questions.

I wondered if I still needed to keep my mouth shut. Did asking Soma general questions count?

It might also be trouble if I meant to settle here. If it became known I was associated with Ace and he was already looking at vloggers chasing him for a scandal, I was risking his reputation if anyone made the connection to who I really was. 

Maybe it was better if I used the time to heal, come up with a new plan, and— if advised by Ace or Soma— escape into the night and head to a new town. Maybe one of the neighboring islands. I needed to change my appearance anyway, and get myself together before deciding what to do next.

Or maybe I should stop running and just handle the situation at home...I hadn’t decided yet, but I was too tired to think of what I could do. I’d heard rumors the police in my area liked to convict, whether you were guilty or not, and give you a rough time. Although, I’d never personally dealt with the police in my entire life. 

Soma twisted the faucets, fine tuning hot and cold. He tested the flow of water with his fingers a few times, and then let it continue to fill the tub.

At the linen closet, he brought out two plush towels, a thinner, smaller one, and a washcloth, setting the collection on the corner of the tub. He found a white cotton robe, and hung it off of a brass hook near the tub. He looked over the room, checked the tub water again, and then the collection of bath bombs, soaps, shampoos and plenty of lotion and aloe.

“Use what you wish,” he said. “I’ll bring up a tray. Are you allergic to anything? Gluten?”

I shook my head. “No, I’m not allergic, but thank you for asking.”

He nodded curtly. “Anything else?”

His professional demeanor impressed me. After such a rough night and this morning, I was very grateful. “Thank you. I really appreciate this.” My eyes wetted again, for his kindness to a stranger, especially considering the situation.

Soma bowed his head and backed out of the room, closing the door securely behind himself.

I exhaled, feeling every little inch of my skin, the redness and how parched my throat was. I painfully began the process of peeling off the clothes I wore, laying them carefully aside on the counter. I sought out my phone, and then discovered it and my wallet were missing.

Not that I had a charger for it. Didn’t I drop them in the car? I reminded myself to ask about them.

Except Ace had driven off with the car. Was he going to be gone long? 

I pressed my lips together tightly. He’d have every opportunity to find out about me, and every reason to do so. Just opening up the wallet, he’d know my real name. 

I needed to clean up and take advantage of this while I could. If he did find me out, he could just kick me out. He was being overly kind allowing me in his home.

I scanned the products Soma placed on the counter, finding an aloe bubble bath and a collection of lotions, shampoo bars, soaps and some bath bombs.

I dropped in as much bubble bath as I dared, and for the fun of it, three small bath bombs just to watch them fizzle and color the water shades of blue. I scooped out a generous helping of Epsom salts, sprinkling the grains across the water.

Loading the bath with so much was a bit excessive, but after a crazy couple of days and the rough time I’d have trying to start all over, I could use the small luxury. It was an afterthought that I wondered if the bath bomb contents might hurt my burned skin, but I checked the wrappers and nothing seemed like it would hurt.

I placed a soap near the tub, along with shampoo, and eased myself into the water to feel the bubbles of the bath bombs still fizzling away. 

My skin was raw, but the water was just right: lukewarm, edging on cool to soothe my burning skin. The concoction I’d brewed together made it a refreshing dip.

With precision timing, foamy bubbles had just finished flooding the surface of the water when there was a gentle knock at the door.

“Come in,” I said.

Soma appeared. He carried a small wooden tray covered with grapes, crackers and cheese, sliced cucumbers and a carafe of ice water.

He came over with it, lowering it to a corner of the tub to balance near where I was sitting. I was as modest as one could be with bubbles around my chest, but he kept his eyes on the tray and then shut the water off for me without looking my way. “Are you in need of anything else?”

He was so proficient. I admired it. “Thank you, no,” I said, a little giddy to have someone so handsome waiting on me, an indulgence I didn’t get that often. “Please don’t trouble yourself.”

I kept my eyes on him, and for a brief moment, he looked up. 

We connected.

His steady, dark gaze curiously looking over me in the tub, questioning me silently as if to assure himself I was honest about not needing anything further.

I found his presence as soothing as the bath water, and I liked it. He made everything feel very tranquil around him.

Soma instantly dropped his eyes after, and turned from me the small collection of clothing I had left on the counter. He lifted each carefully, examining before draping the items across his arm. “I’ll see about cleaning these.”

“Thank you,” I said, feeling awkward with a desire to say more but being unsure what to say. If he wasn’t going to look at me, I’d study him, attracted to his features. The dark eyes kept drawing my attention, perhaps because he kept looking away. The clothing he wore was a little snug, and at times I felt I could picture his lean chest and the outline of his butt.

Perhaps because he kept things professional, I felt I understood him, given my previous job. 

“Was this all you had with you?”

“For clothing, yes. But I think I left my wallet and phone in the car.”

“I’ll have them returned when he gets back,” he said. He kept the arm loaded with my clothes out away from his body. “Would you like an iPad to watch something while you soak?”

I wanted to say yes, but I didn’t dare take advantage of this too much. I wasn’t totally sure I could focus anyway. “No, thank you.”

He pressed his lips together, nodded and then left the room.

I was giddy, unable to help myself from feeling hopeful about my good fortune. Maybe I was wrong about anyone finding out about me and I wouldn’t have to leave town. Ace was a little strange, but Soma was pleasant. I hoped I could seek Soma’s help to get information about the area and inquire about my prospects of a good position, and possibly risk asking him for a reference of character. 

I needed a new resume, after all. Even after I dealt with what was back home, I’d need to start anew. 

The water was soothing to my burning skin. One of the bombs also had tea leaves, and I’d heard somewhere that helped with sunburns, too. My head rested on the pillow. I could have slept, but I didn’t want Soma to find me like that.

I ate grapes, the crackers and cheese I feared would be too dry for my throat. I loaded my water glass with the slices of cucumber and poured in the ice water. I let the cucumbers sit for a moment before I drank, and then drained half the carafe of ice water before I felt I’d had enough.

I remained in the tub for as long as I could, but when my fingers and toes were wrinkled beyond the raisin stage, I forced myself out.

My skin felt a little better, although I knew sleeping would be painful. I heaped on generous amounts of aloe lotion, covering as much of my body as I could reach.

This starting over business was a pain in the neck. 

Once I got away from Ace, hopefully with his reputation intact and mine still unknown, I’d find the closest luxury mall and apply for anything I could.

I’d have to start at the bottom again, but I knew the brands. I knew every good designer and I knew how to dress people. A few good sales, shaking hands with the right people, and I’d garner a fair reputation among social circles. 

I only hoped Charleston cared about fashion as much as I did. I’d have to learn local trends, too. It might be different than what I was used to. 

I dried myself with one of the bath sheets. I tried not to think about my apartment, what had been my home for several years. I knew the police left very little, according to my neighbor. The thought of it all now gone and sitting in a police store room left a swell of emotion in my throat. 

I wasn’t sure how evidence worked, but trials went on forever. Did I have to wait until after a trial was over? Maybe later, I could go back and claim what was mine? Still, it would be months before I got a chance to ask for them to be returned, wouldn’t it? 

Did I have to show up for a trial?

Coming to grips with the loss of all I’d worked so hard for weighed on me.

Maybe I should go back and see what was left. Maybe I shouldn’t have abandoned it so easily.

It simply felt wrong to stay and face something I had no responsibility for. I was completely innocent.  I couldn’t continue with my work with such a scandal going around, even if I wasn’t a part of the ordeal. I was the one who had the boyfriend, and I was his access to their kids. He got in touch with them through my blog and Instagram. He showed himself off as the frat boy who never grew up and all the kids adored his misbehavior. 

I was the connection. That would be unforgivable, even if I’d had no idea what was going on. Who would believe me?

Distrust among clients was a career killer. I couldn’t imagine even staying in town, trying to continue on and having to face them.

I dressed in the robe, and for the sake of Ace, I closed the drapes again in the bedroom, just in case. I didn’t need to be the strange shadow in an upstairs bedroom.

I flicked on the lamp. The golden color warmed up the room. The rug was plush at my feet, and I scrunched my toes into the fibers. 

The night before, I was in bed dreaming about matching handbags with outfits, and how much it may take out of my weekly commissions to go on an extended luxury cruise. Tonight, my heart ached with loss and burned hot that someone else in my life could bring everything I’d worked for all down around me.

I tightened my hold on the belt of the robe. Next time, I didn’t want to give anyone a chance to do what my ex had done to me. I didn’t pay attention, and he ruined everything. I vowed to pay attention.

Starting now.

I sat on the bed, and then eased myself back on the mattress, tensing when my burn stung for a minute. I propped myself a little on the plump pillows. 

I needed strength. Whether I stayed in Charleston or not, I needed the energy to start new and to never let my guard down.
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When I woke, it was still dark in the room, the curtains drawn tight with only cracks of light around the edges. The lamp had been turned off.

The clock said seven a.m.

I’d slept hard, and I awoke with aches in my muscles and with my skin tender. The bed had been comfortable, but I was still sore from yesterday. I didn’t want to get up. I didn’t even want to move.

A thin comforter had been thrown over my body. Soma must have returned.

I hadn’t expected to sleep so long, but I must have needed it. I was very grateful Soma or Ace hadn’t thought better of it and woken me to ask me to leave.

I yawned, and eventually summoned enough energy to sit up. I cleared my eyes and combed my hair with my fingers, smoothing the strands out around my face. After washing, I hadn’t brushed it, which usually left my hair with a few natural curls that framed my face. Now, it felt stringy and tangled. Probably sun damaged.

My knuckles brushed my cheeks, and the pain radiated, irritated by my touch. I imagined I was still vividly red. 

The scent of bakery sweetness suddenly filled my nose. Beside the bed on the nightstand was a shiny, silver tray. On it was a plate with blueberry scones, a small bowl of whole strawberries, and another carafe filled with orange juice.

Soma had been in at least twice without me being aware, to turn out the light and another time to bring me breakfast. If I had slept so hard, I hoped I hadn’t snored.

The scones were a nice touch. Memories of the day before had me embarrassed at having asked so much of them, especially for spending the night without asking. 

Envy filled my being at Ace’s fine life, of his antique Charleston home, but mostly for Soma. I knew how hard it was to find someone trustworthy, thoughtful and on top of things. Drawing a bath, carefully selected breakfast, tucking me in... It reminded me of staying in a hotel where a butler had been hired to cater to you for your stay.

Ace’s life was what I worked so hard to get a taste of. Maybe I wouldn’t ever have the millions required to live like he did continually, but I worked hard for what little indulgences I could afford.

I lived for luxuries. 

Once I learned what was truly luxe, I made it a mission to divulge and to show others how to in whatever little ways possible. A bath bomb here, a weekend getaway there. They weren’t much, but I saved for and enjoyed every little taste.

Life can be far too short. Not to mention stressful. Whenever possible, indulge. Not into debt. It doesn’t take a lot of money. Free time in a public park can often be the best luxury. That’s what I believed. 

I stretched. My muscles were resistant to my efforts but I forced them to warm up. I threw off the blanket and checked my skin. Still tender. My arms, even the backs of my hands, were red. My face felt dry and stiff. I needed more aloe. It would take a couple of days to heal at least, but it wasn’t as bad as last night. I was sore, but I thought once I got moving, I’d be able to get a few things accomplished.

First thing I wanted to do was apologize to Ace for staying over. Depending on his response, I’d either excuse myself and head into Charleston, or find the closest ATM, withdraw some cash and find the nearest bus station.

The fact that he hadn’t come up here asking me to leave told me he didn’t know anything about me. Would I have allowed someone like myself into my home? 

I reveled in the juice and scones, and ate a little, even if I normally never ate at breakfast. The scones were soft and buttery, and the orange juice tasted fresh. The best food was the sort you didn’t have to make for yourself, and I loved it.

There was a knock at the door.

I swallowed down what was in my mouth with some juice quickly and brushed my fingers clean of crumbs. I moved to sit on the edge of the bed, with my feet on the floor. “Come in.”

Soma poked his head in, sought me out and then stepped inside, closing the door behind himself. He wore a similar black outfit like last night, except today was a short-sleeved T-shirt, much more casual, that showed off the thin muscles at his biceps. He scanned the room. He remained by the door and after the short inspection, he bowed his head at me. “I hope you slept well.”

I was still in the robe, naked underneath, but otherwise decent. I wasn’t sure why he was so modest for my sake.

His composure and his attractiveness had my insides quivering. “Yes, and I’m sorry for staying the night without asking first.”

“It’s our pleasure to have you, miss,” he said, his head still bowed. “I hope you don’t mind, but I purchased new garments for you. Your clothes were...irreparable.”

I wondered if there was discoloration due to sweat that made them unappealing. How bad was it that he couldn’t deliver them back to me? How embarrassing. My cheeks heated. “You replaced them?”

“I couldn’t find exact matches, so I found something simple and in correct sizes. I hope they’re to your liking.” He motioned to a collection of folded clothing items sitting neatly on a side table by the window. 

I rose from the bed and crossed the room to take up each item. Dark slacks and a light blouse, with sheer bra and underwear, and a brand-new pair of sandals.

Had everything been unwearable? How horrid. I smoothed my hands over the extra fine material, and out of habit, checked the labels.

Most were okay, but the bra and underwear...The brand had been caught a year ago using child workers in third world countries. I detested such things. I hid my hesitation, forced a smile and looked at Soma. Wasn’t his fault. “Thank you.”

Soma lifted his eyes to me and scrunched his eyebrows. “You don’t approve?”

“I...” I shouldn’t say anything. He didn’t know and it was improper of me to deny gifts. “I’m just surprised. Thank you.”

His face relaxed only a little, but he nodded. “When you’re ready, Ace would like to know how you’re doing. He’s currently in his office.”

I imagined he wanted to find a way to get me out of here without an issue. Having a stranger sleep over in his house was probably concerning if he was trying to be low key. Especially if he had people following him with cameras. I smiled and nodded to Soma. “I’ll be happy to.”

Soma acknowledged my answer but remained, lips pursed, his eyes on me.

I waited, wondering. When he didn’t say anything, I spoke. “Thank you for the scones,” I said, unable to think of what else to say to him. “They are delicious.”

“I’ll let the bakery know you approve,” he said, paused, and tilted his head, his pretty eyes concerned. “Are you sure there isn’t anything else?” His gaze left me and lingered on the collection of clothing.

I sighed. I always had a difficult time hiding my feelings for something I felt so passionately about. I lifted the bra, holding it by an arm strap away from my body. “It’s not you, but...This brand. The company...”

Soma came over to me and took it from me with a quick pluck from my hand. “Is it the material? Are you allergic? I’m so sorry. I didn’t think to ask...”

I waved my hands and blushed. I sputtered my reply as quickly as I could. “Please, no. It’s their reputation. There were inquiries last year regarding the ages of their workers in a third world country, with a failure in compliance to source materials for many years. I would never reject a gift, but...”

Soma’s mouth formed a deep frown and he took up the underwear, draping them and the bra across his arm. “I had no idea. I’m not as familiar with women’s clothing.”

“I don’t want to put you out,” I said and picked up the blouse and the slacks. “I can just wear these for now.”

“I’ll see the undergarments returned,” he said with a sharpness in his tone. “And with a strong protest about why.”

Something I had done when I heard the news. My throat closed in, eyes watering that he took my concern and made it his own. “I’ll go with you, if you’d like.”

“No need,” he said. He bowed his head and moved to the door. There was a spark to his gaze, highlighted by the peaceful smile to his lips. He was finally satisfied that I was happy, which left me bubbly. “When you’re ready, his office is on the first floor, to the left of the front door.” He started out, paused, and then turned once more to me. “Oh, and your wallet and phone were found. He has them in his office. I wasn’t sure you were awake yet, but if you wish for me to fetch them...”

This left me with hope that they still didn’t know anything about me. Good. “No. That’s fine. I’ll collect them myself. Thank you,” I said.

The moment he left, I regretted sending him off on my own personal vendetta. He was probably busy enough without protesting on my behalf. I just couldn’t stand spending money on a company with little regard about their supply chains. Too many companies bought from other countries on the cheap without asking questions.

When one has the luxury of choice in purchasing, one has the responsibility to spend carefully. 

For me, I wanted to ensure I was always on the right side, to support a brand that was worthy of every hard- earned dollar. 

Guilt-free spending was the best luxury.

I dressed quickly, putting on the shoes, the leather stiff against the tops of my feet that were also red. I did what I could with a hairbrush I found in the bathroom. I wished I had some make up supplies to hide the color in my face and smooth things out, but there was nothing available. I used what lotions I could on my body to hydrate instead.

I left my hair down around my shoulders, letting out layers around my cheeks to hide what it could.

I lingered at the mirror, brushing out my hair again and adjusting the blouse, hoping the light-colored top wasn’t exposing my lack of bra.

Why was I nervous?

Because Ace was handsome, and had seen the worst of me. Despite his odd manner, he went above and beyond. He had a beautiful home. There was Soma, as well. In a way, Soma was an extension of Ace. Ace had to have seen something in Soma to let him work here. That showed a good character, a certain quality.

And I was the girl hitchhiking on the side of the road, begging for help. I wanted to prove I was more than that. I didn’t want him to regret saving me.

Just breathe, girl.

I breathed out slowly as I walked out of the bedroom door. I’d miss this room, and Soma, even if I’d been there less than a day. The room had been so quiet, so unlike my apartment in the city. Cozy, and with Soma looking out for me, it was a lovely escape.

I imagined my face to be green, as much as I wanted what Ace had for myself.
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The hallway on the second level was narrower than I remembered coming in. I took my time on my way to see Ace. I wanted to take in the portraits, the ferns in pots, the fresh lilies in the vases. The air tasted of old wood, of flower fragrances, and a hint of cleaning products. There was artistry in the wood floor as much as the molding or wallpaper. The house made you want to slow down, to appreciate antique craftsmanship.

It might be a while before I was in such a home again, if ever.

Ace might chuck his seven-hundred-dollar jacket into the backseat of his car, but he maintained his home. The portraits were restored. The details in the ornamental floor and ceiling molding had been preserved. 

I floated in the sandals, to not make an echo when walking over the carpet runner, and approached the stairs. I felt the cool wood of the balustrade with my palm. My fingers traced the wallpaper as I descended, taking in the very delicate lift of thickness in the pattern.

On the ground floor, the air was still. If Ace had anyone else other than Soma in the house, they didn’t make a sound. 

The hall and entryway at the front of the house was more open, with tall windows surrounding the front door. There was an open sitting area, with a white fireplace and antique furniture, reminiscent of old Southern style.

I found the office door open just a sliver. Ace’s voice drifted out, one sided. He was talking on the phone. 

I knocked gently to alert him of my presence and poked my head in.

He kept the cell phone pressed to his cheek and raised a hand to wave me in but showed me a single finger: give me a minute.

I stood at the edge of a Persian rug with hands clasped behind my back, waiting. His office had a built-in bookshelf on one side, filled with old volumes with faded gilt titles, and an unlit fireplace on the other. There was a wide window to the back looking out on the garden. 

The office had to have been intended for a library or parlor when it was constructed. From his point of view, I realized the garden had a checkerboard set up. There were stone slabs dotted with squares of green grass, with an occasional short hedge, perhaps to signify game pieces, and the occasional stand in statue. Beyond that garden was the street, and the wall was low. Anyone could see into the room if they really wanted.

A wide-open window. Wasn’t he worried about his vloggers? I was inclined to dodge so my face was unseen. 

There was a wide, dark-stained desk in front of the window and behind it sat Ace in a high-backed office chair. His hair was neat. He wore a gray Littlehurst sweater, snug at the chest. That was the way it was designed, to show form to a masculine figure.

I loved that style.

It was stunning on him, especially with his tan face, the shadow of his unshaven, wide jaw and the vivid blue of his eyes. I knew models who would have been envious of his ability to look good so tanned without looking weather-worn. I wondered if it could be his natural skin color.

Altogether, it made his eyes just pop brighter, like they could glow.

Between Soma and Ace, I wanted to dress them both. They had such unique colors and fine figures.

The desk set contained a small silver clock and fountain pens, stapler, and other accoutrements. I tried not to overhear by focusing on the knickknacks and attempting to read the faded book titles.

Ace remained silent on his end, and the only sound for a few minutes was a male voice coming from his phone. 

After a bit, the voice silenced. Ace hung up without a word and then flashed a smile at me. “Wow, you look completely different.”

Odd. He didn’t say goodbye? This threw off my initial train of thought. I tightened my hands behind my back, holding my position. “I should thank you for—”

“I mean besides the tomato face.”

My mouth fell open, and I sputtered instead of responding. This made my throat tighten and I coughed, embarrassed to sound just as unsophisticated.

His eyes widened and he held out his hands in a defensive motion, reaching for me as if to offer assistance, but then holding back. “No...I...meant that as a joke. Too soon?” 

The edge of my mouth inched up, more for saving grace between us than finding the humor. “I’m...fine,” I said. That wasn’t a great response. Where was my tact around him?

He stood, hurried around the desk and pulled over a chair that had been sitting in the corner. He turned it until it faced the desk, and slapped a palm once on the back of it. “Come, sit down. Sorry about my horrible sense of humor. Soma doesn’t think I’m funny, either.”

Did anyone? 

He held the chair as I sat, and then instead of going back to his seat, he eased most of his desk furnishings aside so he could sit on top. The stapler fell over on its side in a thunderous vibration of metal against wood, causing an awkwardness in the following silence. 

It would have been humorous, but I wasn’t sure laughing at this would have been appropriate.

He ignored it and focused on me, arms folded at his chest and examining me with an intense stare.

He was quiet long enough to make me glance away at the wall of books. “Uhm,” I said quietly and then returned my gaze to him. I didn’t mean to be so sheepish, but his awkwardness was overwhelming. Or was I being the awkward one? In the moment, it was hard to tell. “Thank you for letting me stay. I didn’t mean to pass out, and I should have asked about staying overnight.”

“Don’t think about it,” he said, the blue eyes held their intensity. Did he ever blink? “What color would you say your hair is?”

My lips parted at his surprising question. “My hair?” I said, reaching up to touch a couple of locks around my shoulders. “Mahogany.” Not my natural color, but I often flipped between shades of chestnut and darker tones. I liked how it made my skin look. “According to my hair stylist.”

He nodded slowly and then knocked his knuckles on the desktop, drumming in quick taps. “It’s cute. Works with your baby-doll face. And matches my furniture.”

My heart had lifted at his compliments and then jerked at his odd choice in words at the end. I grimaced, thinking he was joking again. “Thanks?”

“And when were you going to tell me you were a criminal on the run?” he asked in a silvery voice, so calm that it took me a moment to realize he was being facetious. 

My cheeks caught fire. I covered them with my palms. Too late to feign ignorance. His face told me he knew who I was. “I had no involvement.” I clamped my mouth shut, shaking my head. 

My wallet. I scanned the room, unable to help myself. What did he know?

Did he manage to charge my phone and look at that, too?

“Really?” he asked, a brown eyebrow lifting. “The Georgia police want you for questioning.”

Absurd. Was he lying to throw me off? I scoffed. “Me?”

“I’m thinking they’d want to chat, given what they found at your apartment. That’s pretty normal procedure to bring every person of interest in for questioning.”

Was that true? 

Amid the chaos, I hadn’t stopped to think they would want to talk to me. I didn’t consider myself any sort of person of interest. All I heard was my things were getting taken away. I didn’t want to be involved. I was already humiliated. I figured they might ask questions if I was there but just what I knew about my ex, but it would be voluntary and I didn’t want to. 

The neighbor who had called me said nothing about the police asking for me. 

I clenched my teeth, staring blankly at him without an answer. I had assumed they knew what I knew, that I had no involvement. Why should I? I had a fine job and a reputation. Everyone who knew me should have known I would never do anything of the sort. 

I went a long while without speaking. He continued to stare at me, but the spark of amusement in his eyes caught my attention.

Did he find this funny?

I huffed, dropping my hands, balling them into fists against my lap. “Well, I had no idea! I left after I heard they raided my apartment. I left work and just...left.”

“So you ran away?” 

My lips twitched at the corner. “Everything important to me was gone. I couldn’t stand the thought of facing everyone. I heard the news cameras were there. I thought it best to just let the chaos die down, avoid furthering any scandal.”

He raised an eyebrow, the humor in his eyes suddenly gone. “What I don’t understand is why you were in the middle of nowhere in those farm fields. You were hitchhiking. If you were innocent, why didn’t you just hop a plane?”

“I passed a bus depot on the way,” I said and lowered my gaze, staring hard at my knees. “I stopped there first, because I wanted to save some money since it could take time to find a new job. When the next bus heading east wasn’t going to arrive until very late, someone else at the terminal said they could get me as far as Columbia.”

He smirked, and then rubbed his chin with a couple of fingers, making a raspy sound across his unshaven skin. “You were nowhere near Columbia.”

“I jumped out when he demanded...sexual favors.”

He sighed heavily, surprising me, and I looked at him. 

Our eyes locked. His mouth dipped into a frown. “Why didn’t you check in at your apartment? You didn’t think they’d want to ask you a few things? Like why illegally obtained prescription bottles were stashed in your clothes?”

“They weren’t mine,” I croaked out, unable to help being defensive, the panicked beating of my heart overwhelming. And then realized how ridiculous that was to say. “I mean the pills. I had no idea what he was doing.”

“But they were your clothes,” he said calmly. “How could you not have noticed?”

I had wondered this, too, and I paused, considering the question. “I...” I brushed strands of hair away from my eyes. “I’d talk about what I was going to wear the next day. He had time to switch out pill bottles to other garments if he wanted.” I sat back in the chair, distraught and shaking. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed either before now. “He had been careful enough, because I would have absolutely kicked him out on his rear if I’d known. But there were lots of other places to stash them. Why my clothes?”

His mouth reformed into a very small smirk. “You do realize he could have hidden them in your clothes to pin you, right?”

The thought of that flooded me with anger. “Me? After letting him stay with me? He’d be an idiot...” On top of that, he sold to the kids of my clients, which meant I had a stronger connection to them than he would.

I realized now that I’d made myself possibly look guiltier by leaving. What a disaster.

There was no way any judge would believe that I bailed just to avoid the drama.

I rubbed my fingertips against tired eyes, feeling the glimpse of a tension headache forming. “I can’t believe this is happening to me.” I stood, embarrassed and burning with regret. I should have noticed. “I’ll leave. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize...” Of course he was right. I had run away, but I had no car, the apartment and the furniture were rented. The only thing of real value had been my clothes. I had my wallet and my phone. It seemed like a good idea at the time to clear out and allow the police to do what had to be done.

It made sense that the police wanted to talk to me. How stupid... 

My shoulder sunk, my hands relaxed by my sides, defeated but resolved. I wasn’t going to sit by, hiding in the shadows in fear of the day police found me. I couldn’t live like that. I could only hope they believed me. I considered a lawyer.

I headed for the door, blinded by my own tears. I had absolutely no plan, and no real idea what to do, but Ace and Soma didn’t need to be involved.

He stood and reached for me, his hand enclosing completely around my wrist. “Hang on there. You can’t just walk back to Georgia.” 

I pushed on toward the door, the humiliation coursing through me. I wanted to disappear. “I got here, didn’t I?”

He harrumphed and tugged me around until I was facing him, but I turned my face away. 

I didn’t want him to see the anxious tears threatening to spill over or how I was shaking with anger. I didn’t want to know, but yet, I had kept my head in the sand for long enough. “Is it all over the news?” I asked.

He rolled his eyes. “More than it needed to be. It’s a ridiculous police raid, parading out with lingerie and high-heeled boots in front of a line of news cameras. It’s a freak show they’re setting up. You know how everyone loves to band together to hate. The news women were ogling that guy. Said he was too pretty to send to jail.” He tilted his head and eyebrow arched. “Boyfriend?”

“Ex, as of yesterday,” I said sharply, still avoiding looking him in the eye. No doubt if they raided my apartment, they’d found a couple of my photographs and plastered them all over the news. Or worse, they shared my Instagram account.

“You can’t keep running,” he said quietly, still holding my wrist firmly. There was a tightness to his lips, a steady resolve to his demeanor. “I know the instinct these days is to hide when the internet is coming down on you. Normally, that’s the right thing to do is to lay low. But you did it a little too soon.”

“It wasn’t my intention to evade the police,” I said, twisting my wrist, although halfheartedly. “Not in that way. I just hope they believe me.”

He held tighter, not doing much other than keeping me still. “What are you doing? Where do you keep going?”

I wasn’t sure, and I wanted to figure it out, but then I realized I was causing more problems if I just walked out the door. He had his own problems to deal with and here I was in his home, when he was evading vloggers himself. “If I’d known, I would’ve never let you bring me here.” I stopped trying to tug myself away and stood still. “You’re right, I can’t just run out the door. What can I do? Sneak out the back? Wait until night and then slip out of here?”

“And let you die of heat exhaustion on your way to North Carolina or back to Georgia?” he asked and gave me a light shake. “Are you insane? You could barely get yourself out of the car yesterday. You’re exhausted and in shock. You can’t just walk out of here.”

I sighed. My heart thundered. I looked at him, confused by his concern and how at the same time he still sounded like was scolding me. “I...you want me to call the police and have them pick me up? To take me back to Georgia?”

He released my wrist and rolled his eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. What a waste of time...and you.”

My jaw slackened, my body stiff, standing awkwardly with my arms out. “W...what?”

“You’re not a drug dealer,” he said, his blue eyes becoming calculating. “I’ve read about you. The real you. Not what the news is spreading about you.”

“How?”

He turned to his desk, leaning over it to open the drawer. He returned, presenting me with my wallet and my dead phone. “I researched you after you passed out, just in case someone was looking for you. Apparently, I was right but it wasn’t who I thought. But I looked up your blog and browsed your social media feeds.”

I reached out for my wallet, taking it from him and holding it and then reaching for my phone. “My...Facebook? My Instagram? Is everything exploding?” 

“Your name already has a couple hundred articles showing on the front page of Google. And yes, you’ve got tens of thousands of followers now, some supportive, but mostly loud and very angry people in outrage, wondering why you aren’t responding. It took a while to dig up what you were doing prior to this.” He brushed a palm across the side of his head, rubbing, stretching his neck. “I’ve been up all night reading.”

Every cell inside me burned. My knees shook, followed by a strong desire to sink to the floor and let the earth swallow me whole. I drew my wallet and phone to my chest and hugged them to my body. “Then thank you for sparing me for one last night,” I said mechanically.

My whole plan was in ruins. My second chance wouldn’t happen. 

He laughed— a quick “ha!”— and stopped short. “Why in the world did you want to come to Charleston?”

“I was going to start over,” I said. “Get a new job. Try to get back to what I was doing.”

“A personal stylist, right?”

“Wardrobe coordinator. Stylists do your hair. I work with clothes.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s a pretty upscale job, playing dress up with women.”

“And men, on occasion. I just went full time last year on my own, still commission, but no longer limited to just one store to choose from. Before that, I dressed people at a designer boutique.”

“You sent Soma off to return the underwear he bought for you. Not to your taste?”

Soma didn’t tell him? “I take pride in buying only from designers who use humane manufacturing practices as much as possible, with complete transparency in supply chains. I told Soma it was fine, but he insisted on returning them.”

“I see,” he said, his voice softer. He stepped close to me, almost toe to toe. I wasn’t short, but it caused me to tilt my head if I wanted to look at his face. I didn’t dare back away.

I waited for him to dismiss me, to tell me how he planned to get rid of me. Was his curiosity satisfied enough to allow me a graceful exit?

“Honestly, Evelyn Lacroix, you’re not a very good judge of character, are you?”

I winced at hearing him speaking my real name but was partially surprised he pronounced my last name correctly the first try. “Actually, I go by Eva.”

“Really? I like Evelyn. It suits you. Pretty.”

I breathed in sharply, thinking he was mocking me.

I got the most innocent, most sincere and honest depth of blue, enough to take my breath away.

How he could push me with his gauche humor and drag me back with those compliments? He knew just what buttons to push on me and he barely knew me. I couldn’t stand it. I needed to get away from him. “Do I need to turn myself in? Are you going to call the police, or aren’t you?”

He scanned me head to toe, and then shrugged. “Maybe.”

Maybe! I shook, every nerve vibrating and on edge. “Well, get it over with,” I said. 

“If you want me to,” he said. “But I think I can help you.”

My mind reeled. Was he a lawyer? Because that’s the only thing that could help me, and I wasn’t sure how much one would cost to fix the mistake I made in running away. “What?”

He tilted his head slightly. “What if I told you I believe what you’ve told me? I’m actually in need of a favor. Maybe we can help each other.”

I sputtered again, trying to form a sentence. Very undignified, but with so many shocks to my system, I was a conflicting mess. “W-what kind...o-of...”

He slid a finger across my lips, not touching, just hovering to get my attention. “A colleague of mine is causing problems for me. Like yesterday morning...”

“The vloggers to your hotel room?” I asked, my breath falling on his finger so the warmth returned to my lips.

He nodded and lowered his finger from my face. “I found out it was him, or at least he was the reason the girls were looking at me. I think he’s doing it to irritate me or distract me from something else. It’s very annoying.”

“I can imagine.”

“Help me stop him, and I’ll make some phone calls and see if we can’t get your face off the television newsfeeds and you out of trouble. I have a few lawyers in that area that owe me favors too.”

“You can do all that? For me?”

He nodded. “Although you may need to change your looks and your name...For now at least.”

I touched the cotton blend of the pants I wore, rubbing the material between my fingers. “I’m not sure I could do anything for you. Getting involved with me guarantees if he sends more vloggers, they will find...me, which would give them a lot to work with. Besides, the damage is done for me. I can go the police and not implicate you. Once I’m cleared for not being involved with the drugs, I can try another city and...I don’t know. Wait a little while until my face is forgotten perhaps?”

“Getting charges cleared won’t be as easy as you think. You could be charged as an accessory, and it’s worse since it looks like you fled. It’ll be hard to prove you were ignorant of your boyfriend’s deals with him stashing them in your clothes.”

Was he right? Was going back just asking to be put in jail even if I hadn’t been involved? I pressed my lips together. “But what could you do? You can clear my name?”

“I can do a lot of things.” He rolled his shoulders back, standing taller with his broad chest out. “And I think you’re perfect for what I need.”

I bit my lower lip, and then stopped when it stung my sunburn. “If you think I can do it, but how am I supposed to stop this person and get the vloggers off of your back? Isn’t that something you should get the police involved with? Charge him with harassment?”

“They’d never do anything about it,” Ace said quickly. 

A little too quick to dismiss calling the police. When he turned his back on me, I raised an eyebrow, following his movements as he stepped across the room again.

He didn’t meet my eyes until a full couple of moments passed after what he said.

He wasn’t being totally honest with me. 

Afraid to involve the police on harassment charges?

Or was he afraid to call them now, because of me? 

He returned to leaning against the desk and folded his arms across his chest. “But I have a plan. I think. I’m working out the details. In the meantime, we’ll change your appearance, give you a new name, a new history, and for the sake of why you’re here, we’ll just call you my new girlfriend.”

I scoffed. “You’re joking. With my face on the news? Makeup can only do so much. They’ll know who I am. You’ll be ridiculed.”

“I think we can pull it off,” he said. “There’s an event soon. Some charity thing. I need someone who knows how to behave, but also someone completely new. Someone who isn’t familiar at all in the local social circles. You’re just what I need.”

I shot him a you-are-completely-crazy look. “How would pretending to be your girlfriend in public get him to stop irritating you? Why can’t I just be...your assistant, or business partner of some sort?”

He laughed, his voice a little raspy. He reached for me, taking my hand, drawing me back into the room as he sat against the desk. When I was close enough that I was standing in front of him, he brought my hand to his lips, bowed his head over it, and touched his lips to my knuckles. A hint of something mischievous sparkled in those blue eyes. “Ace Waris doesn’t have a business partner, and I can’t bring assistants to events like this. Girlfriend works better; it’ll drive him crazy. There will be fewer questions. No one will blink an eye at it. Trust me, this is the easiest.”

My heart flipped in my chest and I was flustered. I didn’t understand his comment but his confidence was infectious. It made me want to trust he could help me by doing something that sounded simple. “Ace, you’re cute and everything, but...”

“Cute? Just cute?”

“Seriously. I don’t know if I can pull this off. I’m not even sure what you want me to do.”

“Just be yourself,” he said with a wink. “Only, not exactly yourself because of the obvious. You know, with you being a drug dealer and all.” His blue eyes sparkled, and he grinned at his own joke.

I was more stunned that he was considering this at all. Could I pull it off by changing everything about myself? 

If he could do what he promised, it might be my only shot.

I considered what I would have to do. I could blend in with society. I knew what to say. I knew what was expected of me. Make small talk, drink champagne, and somehow convince this rival of his to leave Ace alone.

One party, or turn myself in? 

Did I have much of a choice?
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Dangerous
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(Ace)

Ace encouraged Eva to go upstairs and put on more aloe. 

Her face...her skin was so red. When he shocked her about knowing what happened to her though, it turned brighter. The more he informed her of the reality, the more she shook, the more she seemed surprised.

It was all too clear she was telling the truth.

Which was odd, considering he was a stranger who was pointing it all out. She incriminated herself as having access and if he was any sort of official law enforcement...if he had been a licensed private investigator like Diego, he would have had to call the police and tell them everything.

He should, of course, but a day or two delay wouldn’t hurt. She was harmless.

She needed help. 

Once he heard her footsteps on the second-floor landing, he returned to the office and shut the door. It wasn’t his favorite place in the house, but it had the wide window.

Loïc had ample opportunity to see her. They had lingered long enough. 

Ace sat in his office chair, twisting from side to side, the arms of the chair knocking into the desk. He considered his next move. He pulled his cell phone out and dialed Soma.

Soma answered within a half a ring. “I’m on my way,” he said.

“I know.” Ace turned his chair around and stared absently out the window to the chessboard garden. “I need you to turn around again and pick something up for me.”

“Text me a list.”

“I just need hair color, various shades. And supplies to cut hair.”

Pause. 

Soma’s voice deepened. “I’m not a hairdresser. I can’t cut your hair. Shouldn’t we just make an appointment somewhere?”

“Not for me. For Eva.”

Another pause, longer this time. “You said she’d leave this morning.”

“She’s decided to stay.”

“She decided? She’s refusing to leave?”

Ace smiled and leaned back until the back of the chair was stopped by the desk behind him. “I may have talked her into it.”

“You’re absolutely insane,” Soma said, his voice shaking. “He’ll find her soon. He’ll find out who she is...”

“No doubt he will, and I want him to this time. I left the window open in the office.”

The stammering on the other end of the line amused Ace immensely. He pushed fingers to his lips to stop himself from laughing.

“Does she know what’s going on? Did you tell her?”

“No, but that’s okay. She has nothing to lose, Soma.” The more he considered this, the more he was sure. “She’s perfect. And she said yes without asking much. I didn’t force her. She could have walked out of here, but at the chance to save her own skin, she’s willing to do whatever I ask.”

“I think you’re making the mistake,” Soma said. “She’s not the sort to bend over and just do whatever you want.”

“I’m not asking for blind faith, but you heard her. She’s got heart, and she’s willing to take a risk. We’ll take some time to get to know her. Who knows? Maybe after, she’ll want to stick around.”

“Doubtful.”

“In the meantime, we need to change her appearance. Loïc isn’t going to attempt anything dangerous, but we don’t need anyone else interfering just yet.” He always found his French rival’s name interesting to say out loud. He made faces as he repeated it silently to himself. Low-IEEK. 

“Hair color, then.” Soma sighed into the phone. Clicking sounds emerged like a turn signal. The car engine revved. “Turning around. Anything else? Probably some makeup, yeah?”

“Nothing that will damage her skin,” he said. “Ask specifically for anything that won’t hurt a sunburned face. Also, get in touch with Diego again. Have him check on what’s going on in Atlanta. Find some loophole to get her off the hook. I don’t care what it takes.”

“What about a lawyer?”

“No,” he said. “I mean yes, eventually, but I want Diego on it first. Whatever will clear her name. A signed confession from that ex of hers that she had nothing to do with it. A private interview. Anything to not have to walk into the police station in Atlanta. If it can be done from here, all the better. I don’t want someone who could be paid off to bumble this.”

Ace hung up, and slid the phone onto his desk.

The phone vibrated immediately.

He swiped to check the text message.

It was a single photograph from Loïc.

The photo showing Ace and Eva, a photo as if taken from the chessboard garden, at the time when Ace had hold of Eva’s wrist. 

Ace grinned, his heart drumming, his skin tingling. 

A follow-up text came in.

LOÏC: ?

Ace stood, shaking his head, and then left the phone on the desk. He turned to the window, staring right out it. He wouldn’t see Loïc from here, but he was absolutely sure Loïc could see him. He’d been out there watching. Unable to hear, only because the house prevented it. 

Ace spoke, knowing Loïc’s lip reading was pretty good. It was why he kept moving Evelyn around. “Come and find out who she is.”

He turned away from the window, leaving his phone. Let him find out.

For the first time in a long time, this game was about to turn in his favor.
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(Eva)

I might have agreed to Ace’s plan, but something wasn’t right about it.

I sat up in the bedroom he had given me, with the curtains drawn in tight, fearing someone could peek in at any moment. I traced my fingertips across my dry, cracked lips, testing the damaged areas around my face for tenderness.

Public disgrace used to mean embarrassed by family and friends. Now it meant your face was plastered all over news channels and hate rained down in the form of email and comments on your social media. People who didn’t know you, nor cared to find out the truth, because truth today was someone else’s opinion.

I knew this because I’d seen it happen a few times. Clients coming in complaining about someone, a person they had never met, and how horrible he or she was. Some internet outrage firestorm they felt passionate about.

Once, it was the person I was talking to that was at the heart of it. She needed a new look because she was leaving the country. She said something off the cuff online, meant to be a joke, and it turned around on her, taken way out of context. No one cared about the context. They just wanted to hate. Her story about how she lost her job and couldn’t look at a cell phone any more haunted me.

This was why I had my initial reaction to skip town and just forget about everything. If there was nothing important I needed, it was better to simply go away until people forgot about you. It could take a couple of months, or more. I just happened to not need anything at all and I could have disappeared forever. Eventually, quietly delete my accounts. Maybe never even join again.

I reached for the phone on the bed, tracing the rhinestones. I was tempted to simply throw it away, but I had no idea what I might need it for later. 

Ignore it all. They can’t reach you here. No one knows where you are.

I opened the side table’s drawer and threw the phone and my wallet into it. After a second thought of consideration, I took out what little cash I had left—around sixty dollars—and put that in my pocket. If I ran into a situation where I couldn’t come back, I wanted at least enough for food and a night in a motel. 

There was no way I’d assume I was safe. As much as I hoped Ace would be true to his word, I needed proof. I didn’t know him enough to trust him. I couldn’t. Not now. I’d let my guard down before.

I went to the door and opened it slowly, peeked out into the hallway and listened.

There was an echo of Ace’s voice downstairs, around the area of his office. Silence followed.

No footsteps. Nothing to indicate there were any other people in the house.

I eased out into the hallway and I waited. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. I just wanted to get to know Ace without him knowing I was looking into him.

I tried the next door over, which was a small sitting area with bookshelves lined with novels.

I stepped into the space, reading the titles. They were mostly action adventure, with a few westerns and a slew of fantasy. Almost all of them novels with only a smattering of nonfiction.

The next door had another guest bedroom, clean with a bed ready, the main color blue instead of green but with little other difference.

On the other side of the stairs, the door was locked.

Odd. I listened downstairs but when I heard Ace walking around, I froze. His footsteps echoed deeper into the house, but I couldn’t figure out where.

I wasn’t about to risk trying to break into the door, but I bent down to spy through the keyhole.

The room was dark. There were boxes along one wall. For all I knew, it was just an old storage room.

Further down the hall, the space opened up for an informal living room with a large television display and plush, modern couches. There was a single remote on a wide coffee table and more bookshelves, this time with more knickknacks and small collections of colorful books I imagined were more decorative than for reading.

The space was also open to the main stairs, part of it overlooking the front foyer below. The steps continued up to a third floor.

A master suite would normally be on the bottom level, but as Ace was downstairs, I didn’t want to take that much risk, not yet at least.

I eased my way to the third floor, just to get a layout since I wanted to get back to where I was supposed to be. 

The third floor opened up immediately with a bare black and white kitchen tile floor, with a kitchenette along one wall. There was a small, two-seat table and the counter for the kitchenette was clean, with two coffee cups and two plates drying in a rack next to the sink. 

Two. Did they both have breakfast upstairs today?

Above the informal living room toward the front of the house, there appeared to be an exercise room with weight equipment and treadmill and walls lined with mirrors. 

Behind the kitchenette was another closed door.

I went to it, peering into the lock and then at the edges to ensure no one was behind it. When I heard nothing, I tested the handle, ready with an excuse on my lips that I was just exploring.

It was a bedroom, but clearly in use. The walls were painted white brick, with wood beams to give it an antique appearance. The curtains were drawn, so the area was dark even with a desk lamp still on, but there was a fresh basket of folded dark clothes sitting on the bed and a Kindle on top of one of the side tables.

There was masculinity on the dark dresser top: a wrist watch, a couple of cufflink sets, a tie pin. On the corner lay more books, thick literary and fantasy volumes.

I suspected this was where Soma stayed. I hesitated in the doorway, unsure of going any further. I stayed for a minute, examining the space and just taking in what I could about him. 

There was a desk to one side, with a laptop that was shut. Off to the side of that was a notebook, with a single pen on top. 

I listened again and then eased closer to check the contents, finding a shopping list and a random phone number off along the edge of the page. No name associated with it. 

I was about to leave when I spotted the trash can next to the desk, and a torn piece of paper, clearly from the same notebook, mixed in with other bits of trash.

Do I dare?

I made myself believe that I was trying to protect myself. I didn’t care what Soma or Ace did with their privacy, and I wasn’t about to make quick judgements. I just needed to make sure I wasn’t getting involved with people who could make my life worse than it was.

What could be worse, I wasn’t certain, but I didn’t want to find out. What I really needed to know about Ace was if he could actually do as he promised. Otherwise, I was risking more by staying and pretending to be someone else. A judge wouldn’t see any of this as innocent, even if I could have persuaded one that my running off wasn’t an intentional effort to avoid questioning.

I pulled the pieces from the trash, and used the pen and notebook to pull another sheet of paper, write something on it to tear and toss back into the trash.

With that, I folded the page, put it in with the cash in my pocket. I repositioned the notebook and pen neatly, eased back out of the room and closed the door behind me.

I ran as quietly as I could back to the stairs, easing myself down the steps to not make a sound on the way. The pieces of paper burned in my pocket. I’d never stolen a thing in my entire life, and my shaking was as hard as if I’d stolen jewelry instead of trash.

Stupid. Stupid... As I moved through the hall, I reconsidered what I’d done. I shouldn’t have tried to write anything and left evidence. Would Soma notice? Still, I wasn’t about to get caught trying to piece together torn bits of paper inside his bedroom. I didn’t dare go back and replace the torn pieces.

When I was back in the green guest bedroom, I closed the door silently and then braced my back against it. I let out a huge breath, trying to slow my racing heart.

After quickly locking the door, I ran the water in the sink to cover any noise.

Not that it mattered. I was back where I was supposed to be. Not like Soma could hear me fiddling with paper.

I spread the paper over the side of the sink, careful not to expose it to water droplets flying from the faucet. 

I ignored the writing until I could complete the puzzle. I was missing one corner when I finished, but it was enough to figure it out.

The top of the page had an Atlanta address, and from the street name, I suspected it was the hotel that Ace had stayed at the night before. It was famous tourist street block so it was recognizable. 

Then off to the side, there was a note to call someone named Diego, and then below that, there was a score card.

A: 19

L: 23 25

The crossed-out number had me thinking of keeping score. A... Ace? Who was L?

Or was it anything? It could have been the latest score to a local sports game for all I knew. 

I tapped my fingernails against the marble of the counter and considered the information, an odd collection of notes. 

Then I noticed the indentions, notes that had been written out on the previous page.

I bent over, angling to see if I could pick out what it was. No chance. The lights were too bright in the bathroom to make it out.

I returned to the bedroom and went to the desk off to the side. I found a desk set with a notepad in the drawer and fished out a piece of paper and a pencil.

I went back to the bathroom and wrote down what had been written before. Then I worked carefully, using the edge of the pencil against the piece of paper, doing my best with the smaller torn pieces. I used the graphite to outline the dents in the page,

There were a couple of phone numbers jotted down, a book title and author name.

But in the corner was another scorecard.

A: 19

L: 22

A daily score.

Again, I suspected Ace was the A, but I could have been wrong. This could have been how many times Soma has beat a rival at chess online. 

I doubted it. The initials didn’t make sense.

Who or what was L?

I studied the numbers. I didn’t know what Ace was doing the day before yesterday, but as of yesterday morning, he was supposedly at a hotel getting a face full of camera from vloggers. He claimed it to be a rival.

Was Soma keeping score of this?

It was somewhat disheartening to think so, but it was a strong possibility. 

I wrote down the numbers and the score, marking dates on each. If I stayed longer, I wanted to see the update in his notes. Folding the paper carefully, I went back for my phone in the side table drawer. I pulled the case apart, stuck the note to the back of the phone, and put the case back on. Unless someone took it apart again, no one would see.

I looked around to where I could hide the torn pages. I ended up tearing each one into even smaller pieces. One by one, I pushed the pieces into the sink drain and let them wash away. I probably should have used the toilet, but this seemed soothing for some reason.

When the last of the pieces went down, I turned off the flowing water.

I picked up the aloe lotion. Sitting on the edge of the tub, I mindlessly rubbed aloe into my skin. I barely felt the cool sting and then soothing. 

My heart thundered, sure that Ace had heard, or Soma. Soma would come back and notice the torn page missing from the trash. He’d know it was me.

Who was L?

Maybe my imagination was getting away from me. 

Still, this whole thing was starting to make less sense. When Ace promised to help and asked his favor, I was relieved. Yet encouraging me to postpone going to the police seemed like a bad idea all around.

His secretive nature further led me to believe there was something I needed to know about him—and perhaps this rival of his— before I completely settled for whose side I was on, if any.

Still, I kept my thoughts to myself. I had no room to talk. I’d observe. If there was any trouble, I’d run. Even if I had to go back to Georgia and face the music. I didn’t know Ace well enough to fully believe him just yet, and I couldn’t wholeheartedly support anyone I didn’t trust.

Not after being so blind before. I had to be careful.

When I had used up almost half a bottle of aloe and it had absorbed into my skin enough I could put clothes back on, I checked my hair and my face. I combed my hair with my fingers to straighten it, to leave the bounce without brushing it flat. My face...ugh. Another day or two and it would simply look like a horrible tan. But for today, I was Miss Tomato.

There was a knock at the bedroom door. 

My eyes flickered to the sink, as if pieces could have floated up and exposed me. Did he go upstairs and notice I’d been up there?

“Come in,” I said, my heart pounding. I swallowed. I turned to locate the bottle of aloe and replace the cap, and to avoid looking him in the eye when he came in.

“How’s the damage?” Ace’s voice echoed behind me.

I jumped slightly and turned, bottle in hand, but dropping the cap to the floor. It rolled toward him, bouncing off of his black shoes. 

“Fine,” I said quickly, although realized that was a stupid thing to say. I cleared my throat and tried again. “It will look better tomorrow.”

He bent over and scooped up the cap, holding it out for me in his palm. “So, you don’t feel like going out to lunch this afternoon?”

The corner of my mouth twitched, ready to laugh. I assumed he was joking, but his previous joking attitude seemed to have faded. The blue seemed darker than before, and his expression held deep concern.

I touched my cheek, checking the tenderness. “It may not be for the best. This color would draw a lot of attention, even if I changed my hair.”

“How bad is it, really?” He came toward me, taking the bottle of aloe from my hands. He collected a little lotion on the tips of two fingers and aimed it at my face. “Is this stuff not helping? Maybe if you tried some more...”

I shook my head and patted his hand away. “I know how to apply aloe,” I said quickly. 

He frowned. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I really want to know.” He held up his cream covered fingers, and then the bottle. “I thought I may at least take you to dinner tonight, if you’d like to go, but if the lotion isn’t helping, maybe we should go find something that will.”

My lips twitched, and I bowed my head a little. “It just takes time. You can’t heal sunburn in a single night.”

He sighed and rubbed the aloe into his own hands to get rid of the goo, then closed the cap again on the bottle. “I just thought you’d want to go check out the enemy.”

“Enemy?”

“Loïc.”

L. I had to be right about the scorecard. I grinned, a little too toothily. “I...want to know what I’m supposed to do. Who is he?”

“He’s hard to explain. It is easier if I show you.” He moved to the countertop and put the bottle on the table. He stopped at the sink and peered down into the basin.

My heart exploded, but I tried to focus on the floor instead of him. I had double checked. There wasn’t any paper left.

There was a small squeak, and I looked up in time to see him tightening the handle. “Remind me to get Soma to call a plumber. Everything drips in this house.” His smile returned when he focused on me again. “Anyway, I only suggested today because I happen to know where he’ll be later. I don’t often know ahead of time.”

“Are we in a hurry with this...this...whatever this is?”

“Patience was never my strong suit.” His face fell then and he held up his hands. “But seriously, please, take all the time you need to get better. Soma always says I’ve the manners of an enraged rhinoceros.” Those blue eyes sparked with amusement. “How about we go just around the house and see how you feel? I’m happy to give you a tour.”

“Sure,” I said carefully, hoping my legs wouldn’t shake too much. I was never lacking in at least fake confidence, but around him, I felt like a shy school girl on her first date. “And maybe you can fill me in on exactly what I’m supposed to do.”

He went to the bathroom door, holding the edge of it. “Hang out like a girlfriend.”

It was the first time I noticed he wasn’t wearing any shoes. I didn’t mind it, he was in his own home, but the ensemble of a posh sweater and the designer jeans made an odd combination without socks or shoes. I kept filing through different shoes I would have picked out of him.

That was my old job. I currently had a new one. Focus. “You’d move a girlfriend in so soon?” I asked quietly, stepping silently across the floor, shoulders back, trying not to look as jittery a mess as I felt on the inside. People shouldn’t see me like this if I were going to make people believe I was who he said I was.

He chuckled. “It wouldn’t surprise anyone.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a joke, or to believe people knew him to move in girlfriends quickly...and regularly enough that no one would bat an eye.

He started the tour on the second floor. I tried to look curious and very interested when he described the paintings.

“What’s behind that door?” I asked when we got close to the locked one.

He made a sideways chopping motion with his hand, dismissive. “All the stuff that had been stashed in the attic before we cleared it out. Anything that wasn’t just junk, anyway. Antiques anyone buying this house after me may want.”

He walked quickly past the door. I tried not to look at it, but couldn’t help but wonder... if all it was were old antiques, why lock it?

After the second floor, he showed me the downstairs, starting in the back with the old kitchen. The walls were open brick and the cabinetry was painted white with silver handles, modern as if to offset the old- style brick. The refrigerator and a microwave were made to look like cabinetry rather than appliances. In the corner sat an old, long-unused wood stove. 

“I’m surprised by the brick,” I said. “But then that’s common here, isn’t it?”

“It was the only way Charleston’s Historical Society would allow me a permit to update the electricity,” he said. “Trying not to touch the walls so anyone could restore it to the original state if they wanted.” He racked his fingers on the island in the center, drumming out something but then stopped short. “I love old homes but there’s enough permits required to change the wall color that will drive anyone crazy, much less anything else you may want to do.”

I nodded absently, listening but my mind drifting. Part of me considered whether I should keep my phone on me. What if someone discovered my note?

“Have you ever done a tour before?” he asked. “Am I just going over what you already know?”

I turned from him, hiding my expression as though he could read my thoughts. Why was I feeling so guilty? “Inside a Charleston house?” I asked, touching the brick surrounding the older wood stove, taking in the dusty, crumbly feeling of the surface. “No. I’ve never been here. I’ve done a few tours of some in Atlanta, and a couple in Savannah.” Compose yourself, girl. Stay cool. I turned to him again.

He opened his mouth to speak when the back door in the kitchen opened. 

Soma appeared, wearing clothing similar to this morning, but his black hair was combed in a different direction. He cradled a couple of paper bags in each arm, each having elegant logos or script names on the front.

He closed the door behind him with a short kick and went to the kitchen counter, dropping everything he carried on top of it. He shot me a look with a small smile. “I don’t think that shop will be carrying that particular brand of underwear any time soon. Apparently, they hadn’t heard.”

I widened my eyes at the number of bags and what he was saying. “They said they’d stop buying from them? Most stores don’t really listen to me. They just refund me and shoo me away.”

“Eva,” Ace said with a smirk, “this is Charleston. You don’t get to misbehave in this town.” 

Was that true? If so, why was he risking his reputation by letting me stay? 

Yet, if stores here listened to my concerns, then I was interested in making an attempt to fit in. I could usually persuade purchasers to buy a guilt-free, quality piece, but never have I gotten a store to change their buying habits by just informing them.

Charleston was the sort of town I’d love to work in, where I could influence...

But again, that was my old life. Could I even do the same job anymore?

Soma nodded in agreement but then stopped short to refocus his attention on me. A stern, dark eyebrow rose. “Eva?”

“Her real name,” Ace said and sliced his hand through the air. “Long story. Did you get everything?”

I made a side grimace, realizing Ace had told him my name before was Emily. I regretted lying, but Ace passed it off easily, like it didn’t mean anything.

Soma’s gaze lingered a long moment on my face. “What’s your full name?”

“Evelyn Lacroix,” I said.

He frowned, just a touch. “Shame. The name is very well suited to you.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Ace said, with a surprisingly authentic tone. It warmed me that he was so concerned with knowing I’d have to change it.

I offered a small shrug. If I wanted to do what Ace was asking, everything about me had to change. But I hadn’t thought of a name. “Maybe I should keep Emily.”

“Maybe,” Ace said. “Not my favorite.” He refocused on Soma. “Let’s start with a look. Maybe then we can come up with something that fits the new image. What are we going for?”

Soma dug into one shopping bag, pulling out boxes of hair coloring. “I bought every shade that seemed to match your skin tone. I wasn’t sure the quality, but this is one of the most expensive from the salon.”

“Worth it,” Ace said and took a box of color from Soma and tilted it in his hands to check out the golden packaging. He presented it to me. “What do you think of red?”

I took the box from him, a brand I wasn’t aware of but promised a quality color and moisturizing nourishment. “How soon was this other event you wanted me to attend again? The charity?” 

“Tomorrow evening,” they said at the same time. 

Soma lifted a brow at Ace. “Did you ask her about the early dinner today? As a precursor?”

“Yup,” Ace said with a small, coy smile on his lips as he pulled out other color options. “What’s the time?”

“My information says he should be there at seven. He’s going to be running a little late.”

My information? Who was his source and how did either of them know this rival’s schedule at all?

“Typical.” Ace held his smile. “Anyway, we’re taking it slow, seeing if she’s up for it.”

I coughed and dropped the box back onto the counter. “You can’t be serious. You want to head out today for dinner, and then a charity event tomorrow?” I waved my hand around my face. “With this red nonsense?”

Ace smirked. “Is it inconvenient? Did you have other plans?”

I sputtered. “I don’t know. Do you want me to blend in or stick out? I still don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing.” My skin screamed for moisture, and for my aching body to find a comfortable seat— to sleep and recover. There was no way I’d be able to hide my pain standing around...maybe with a strong dose of prescription strength aspirin.

“You don’t have to say anything to anyone,” he said. “We’re just going to make an appearance tonight so we’re making the first move.”

“First move at what?”

He chopped his hand on top of the counter. “Preemptive strike,” he said, his eyes lighting up with excitement. “Don’t worry about it. What did I promise? You pretend, I help you out. Nothing complicated. Your job is easier than mine, because all you have to do is look marvelous next to me. You’ve already got the looks down.”

“You want me to pretend to be someone else.” I waved to the boxes of color. “Won’t this guy... Loïc, find it odd if I come out of nowhere? Won’t he put the pieces together that I’m pretending to be someone I’m not?”

Ace waved me off to walk around to the other side of the kitchen island. He put his hands on it, leaning hard against it. “He might, but don’t worry about it.”

I let out a puff between my lips. “So he could potentially learn about the real me.”

“Trust me,” he said. “Look, don’t take this the wrong way, please. You seem clever and a lot of fun, but you’re also strikingly beautiful, and for the moment, that’s what I feel will be a distraction for him. I’ll do everything in my power to protect you in public. A little change in hair color, and a little makeup and different clothes. Then you dazzle people with your beauty. You’ve got a figure most girls would die for. Especially the boobs. Trust me. I’ve seen them.”

The heat from my burn was doubled by a full blush all over my body. It was all the compliments followed up by remembering flashing him for him to stop. “That was...”

“Desperate,” he said. “And spunky. I like that about you. You’ll draw Loïc’s attention off of me, which is what I want. Okay? That’s all I need. A little distraction. If he’s chasing you around trying to figure out who you are, I get time I need for what I’m going to do. That’s it. Nothing to it. Leave the rest to me. You’ll be perfectly safe with us.”

Is that all I was supposed to do? Be a distraction?

I wasn’t so confident about my looks, but if that was all he thought I needed to do, could I pull it off? I could at least be distracting enough in some way.

Soma made a coughing sound as if to interrupt this awkward pause. He plucked a box up from the selection on the counter. “Red may not work,” he said. “And we can’t go with the browns. Black or blonde?”

“Blond,” I said before Ace could say anything. If anyone was going to pick a color for my new image, I was going to. Blond was about as distracting a color one could go. “And I’ll need a fresh makeup palette.”

Soma lifted another elegant brown paper bag. “Complete kits, as recommended by spa associates. And I made sure to pick up what they called crème makeup that included moisturizer, and picked out enough to cover your body all over.”

My heart sped up again, but not from fear or embarrassment, but from excitement. Despite the awkwardness of the situation, it was kind of fun to reinvent myself. “And a new style,” I said. “Clothing and shoes...”

Soma motioned to the door. “There’s more in the car. I had a designer take your clothing sizes and told her your body shape. She pulled a couple of things appropriate for dinner tonight for you to pick from. However, she wants you to come by tomorrow morning. She’ll put together a wardrobe for you.”

Someone else...dressing me? I was nervous to trust someone I hadn’t met before to give me clothes that suited me. I wouldn’t want to insult someone if I asked any questions about source materials.

What if I wanted to work for the same shop later?

But he said designer. A designer fitting clothes and selling directly? It wasn’t totally unusual of course, but I was intrigued. 

“How did you manage to go out and buy clothing for a girl, makeup and hair color, anyway?” I asked. “No one asked you why?”

Soma looked to Ace quickly and then to me before casting his serious dark eyes to the floor. “I... may have suggested that you were a friend of Ace’s, and too hungover to come out yourself, but required clothes and makeup as you didn’t have any.”

My mouth plunged open. “Hungover? Arrived without...” I instinctively pinched at the top of my nose at the sudden headache that was coming on. “I thought I needed a clean reputation.”

“A different reputation,” Ace said. “No one said anything about being squeaky clean.”

I sighed heavily. What did I care? The real me was plastered all over the news as a drug dealer. So what if the new fake me was a little more loose, a little fun? Maybe I should take advantage of it. I was always working so hard. Maybe it was time to give in to relaxing and just rolling with it. I’d been around enough socialites and influencers to get the gist and could mimic them. “Fine. I’ll need an extra pair of hands. Soma, if you aren’t too busy, we’ll need to hurry.”

Ace pulled out his cell phone. “It’s one. If we go at six thirty, you’ve got a few hours. You need to start getting ready now?”

I tilted my head briefly, relaxed my shoulders, and tried to embrace a confidence I used to show to clients. I exposed a coy smile. “You’ve had a great many girlfriends, Mr. Waris, right? I’m sure you know all about the work a woman must go through to prepare for even a simple dinner date.”

Ace’s lips twitched, like he wanted to answer but had nothing to offer. 

Soma’s expression was almost void, but there was a spark in those dark eyes. He was hiding his amusement.

Enough play. I picked a blond coloring from the options that I thought I liked. I hadn’t had that coloring in a very long time. This should be exciting. “Will you bring the rest upstairs, Soma?” I asked. “I’ll need a robe, and we may need gloves, a mixing bowl, and plenty of towels to protect the floor. We also may need some sort of chair so you can see over my head to make sure we catch everything.” If we weren’t going to get a professional in here, I wanted to make sure we did our very best.

“At once,” he said. “The master bedroom’s bathroom may be more suitable for all of this. There’s more room.”

Good. I wanted to get more of an idea about Ace anyway. An excuse to enter his bedroom was good by me.

I expectantly turned toward Ace, checking in with him to show me the way. He went to the door of the kitchen, holding it open for me. “This way, Miss Emily.”

I was careful with my footing, walking out as smooth as silk to instill some confidence in them. Faking it for them and for me, because I wasn’t quite feeling it just yet. Maybe after a makeover. 
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Ace’s bedroom took up at least half of the first floor. I wasn’t even sure it was a bedroom at first. The front area had a settee and two arm chairs along with a coffee table. With a large flat screen on the wall, it felt more like a den or small living area. 

Beyond it was a raised floor, just one step up but enough to make it feel like a separate space. The dark-wood, four-poster bed was there in the center, as if on stage. The bed was a sharp contrast to the white. In fact, the entire room was black and white. The black furniture, the white walls, the white curtains. 

It made a difference when we were standing in the room, and our skin and clothes were the only sources of color. It made his light blue eyes all the more striking, and every shade of color seemed to jump out visually.

When he walked across the carpet, he curled his toes into the plush thickness, and I longed to take my shoes off to do the same. No wonder he walked barefoot. 

To the right of the living room area was a short hallway with two large closet doors, one closed. The open one revealed a space as big as my old apartment, with displays for shoes, hanging coats and suits, and even a dressing dummy in the center, wearing an exquisite Bironi Vanquish. 

I was so distracted by the Bironi that I didn’t look at anything else. I gasped, blinking at how it was lit up by under lighting, giving a shine to the gray-tone, rare Vanquish fabric.

Ace paused, glanced in at the closet at what I was looking at and then laughed and shrugged. “Erm, I’ve never worn it.” He closed the door to his closet. 

I blinked at the closed door, still picturing it. “You could buy a car with how much that suit costs.”

“I’d rather have a car.” He tugged me by the elbow. “Not that I need another one. The suit is a gift from my dad.”

“You should at least try it on. It’s a waste to let it sit on a mannequin.” 

He didn’t answer me and instead opened the door to the bathroom. I shouldn’t have been surprised by it, since the one for the guest bedroom upstairs was rather luxurious. This one was double the size of that one, and the tub...The tub was magnificent, marble, a large oval standing tub that mimicked old fashioned claw foot style, but made with modern sleekness. Along one wall were two matching basin sinks on top of gray marble. There was an open standing shower on the other side, with a shelf littered with various hair products and soaps. An armchair sat in the corner off to one side of the tub, mostly made from a dark wood but the cushion material was so shiny that I imagined was waterproof. In the very center of the room, there was a large, furry, white rug on top of gray slate tile. 

Ace leapt from the carpet in the bedroom to the rug in the bathroom, and then turned to look at me. He stretched out his arm, his hand open. “The tile can be cold.”

Instinctively, I reached for his hand. He grasped it and tugged, a little too soon, but I was still wearing the shoes so it didn’t quite matter if I touched the tile. I steadied myself, my toes able to sense the fuzziness of the carpet from around the sandal and again I felt the urge to take my shoes off here. 

“What does it take to refit the bathrooms?” I asked. “I mean from the historical societies?”

“That I don’t move the walls,” he said. He stuffed his hands into his front pockets. “Is this enough space to do...whatever?”

“Yes,” I said. I was pretty sure I could fit a bed in here and make this an apartment. 

He lingered, scanning the bathroom and the mirror that ran behind the dual sinks for the length of the bathroom. He rolled his shoulders back, standing straight to look at his own image, sucking in and patting his stomach. 

I avoided my reflection by looking at him. I was the same as this morning—as red as tomatoes. I didn’t want the reminder. The burning of my skin was reminder enough.

After, he went to a linen closet. He opened it, showing me the rows of plush bath sheets and other items. “Plenty of towels. Don’t worry about getting coloring on anything. Soma always overbuys, so there’s plenty.”

“What about the rug?” I asked. I nudged the fur with a toe. “Should we roll it out?”

He shrugged. “If it gets in the way.” 

“It’d be a shame to ruin it. I’ll try to be careful.” 

He smirked. “You’re always worried about ruining my stuff. Do you do that to your own things? Destroy them?”

“It’s different if it’s your own.”

His eyes met mine, the blue nearly sparkling under the light of the bathroom. “Then treat this like your own.”

My insides squirmed. I went to the counter, putting the box of blond coloring I’d selected on it. I opened the container and pulled out the instruction sheet. I hadn’t colored my own hair since my high school days. I could have, but I usually wanted expert advice and skill. “Ace?”

He stepped up behind me, closer than I expected, and I jumped slightly, pushing against the counter. He wasn’t being strange, but something inside of me wanted a professional separation from him. 

His eyes widened. “Don’t be afraid of me. I wouldn’t hurt you.”

After finding the note, and the strangeness of all this, I didn’t want to stand too close. I sucked in a deep breath, the air cool in my lungs. “It’s not you. It’s...personal space,” I said. I took a sidestep away to create a comfortable distance. I kept my hands pressed to the marble countertop, feeling the coolness on my palms. “I’m a little jumpy after...yesterday.”

His eyebrow arched. “What happened?” His tone become deeper, reverberating with a protectiveness. “That guy who gave you a ride, did he...do anything?”

I hadn’t even thought of that guy. I breathed out slowly and waved my hand shortly. “No...”

“You can tell me if he did.” He raised his hands, showing me his palms. “Look, I know you don’t know me, and I know this is strange, but no matter what happens, you can walk out at any time or tell me if I do anything that makes you uncomfortable. I’ve no desire to hurt anyone, and I’ll help you if you let me.”

I bit my tongue to prevent myself from getting emotional over him making an effort to be nice. “I’m fine,” I said. 

“You asked for me. I was just...what did you need?”

“I wanted to ask about a robe, something older that we didn’t have to worry about if it got discolored?”

He moved instantly, going back to his closet. He was gone only a minute before returning with a long, terry cloth, gray robe and presented it. 

I noted the Brunello Cucinelli label. “Thank you,” I muttered and forced my teeth to tighten so I wouldn’t say anything about his choice. Did he own any plain clothing for simple, everyday use?

I had to stop second guessing his decisions. It was rude, but did he know how much such a robe even cost?

I started to surmise maybe he inherited what he had from the way he seemed to disregard the cost of anything. Maybe playboy was a more accurate description of him. Only, his mannerisms at times, the way he spoke with his odd jokes made me think he had grown up poor and come into money. The contradictions in his personality were strange to me.

I took the robe from him, draping it over the bathroom’s armchair. Thoughts zoomed a thousand miles a minute. Despite my concerns about what was going on, he was treating me very kindly, and had since the start. He hadn’t given me reason to distrust him yet, no matter what I’d found. After my ex, I wanted to cut off feeling anything about anyone for a while.

Why was it difficult to do so here? I was fighting it around him.

My lips twisted for something else to say. “Thank you...”

“You already said that,” he said.

I turned to him, meeting those blue eyes that were shiny with amusement. I took him in, the sun-kissed hair, the even tan and the masculine frame, thick arms. His country-like charm was riveting. He could have easily talked any girl on the street into what he was asking me, yet he was taking a chance with me to help me in return for a favor. “I mean for everything you’re doing. You didn’t have to.”

The corner of his mouth twitched, the smirk fading into something softer, more genuine.

Before he could reply, there were footsteps in the bedroom. Soma appeared, his arms holding bags and a small plastic container filled with supplies like plastic gloves and the mixing bowl. He brought it all to the counter, with his tall frame having to bend over a bit to settle everything without any of it spilling over. “I left the outfit options on the bed. Did you want to approve it while I set everything up in here? Also, I’ll need a minute to go over instructions.”

“I’d suggest checking a few YouTube videos,” I said. “If going blond, we want to get it right so it doesn’t turn orange.”

He nodded, his dark eyes darting back and forth as he thought. “There’s an idea. I’m not exactly a stylist.”

“Do your best,” Ace said. He motioned to the door and then headed in that direction. “Best if I’m out of the way, I think. Unless you want me to stay...” He wriggled his eyebrows at me and the coy smirk returned. “I can possibly help with...uh...something?”

I rolled my eyes, but Soma replied before I could. “Probably best if you’re not here for this,” he said. His voice made a strange echo in the cavernous bathroom and reverberated all the harsher consonants from his accent. He looked at me. “He likes to take over, skip steps, and do things on the fly. And the jokes are distracting. He can barely get out of getting a normal haircut without driving the stylist crazy.”

Ace winked at me, and in a swift movement, leapt once again from the rug to the bedroom’s carpet to avoid the tile and disappeared. 

A second later there was a shout from the bedroom. “Em! Pick the black one!”

Soma sighed loudly and turned back to the cluttered counter. “Pick what you’d like, please.”

My curiosity got the better of me. By the time I returned to the bedroom, Ace was gone.

The bed had several garments laid out. The black one was a sweater dress cut across the shoulder. The skirt would have reached mid-thigh. Felt like a light cotton blend but there was no material tag. It was an ideal cut, and I normally would have gone for it given my pear shape. The material was light, but I thought the snugness would wreak havoc on my skin, and it meant more skin to cover with makeup at the shoulders.

There were other items like a pair of jeans with faux holes cut through to look worn, matching with a loose, casual white, destroyed-style cotton T-shirt. 

The other option was a wrap dress in navy, with three-quarter sleeves. Seemed to be a rayon outer edge with a polyester blend, making a lightweight wear, breezy, almost a boho chic style but still elegant feminine and posh. Stitching was well done, edges hemmed well. When I held it up, it revealed a wrap around the neck, made to look like a comfortable collar. “Soma?”

Soma materialized behind me. “Any problems with the options? I could ask for something else.”

“No,” I said and motioned to the navy wrap dress. “This will do, and I think we could hide the redness around my legs with some stockings underneath. But I wanted to ask what place we’re going to? Should I be more casual?” I motioned to the jeans and T-shirt. 

“The dress would be more suitable,” he said. “The place doesn’t require dressing up too much, but the jeans would be a little out of place. She had them sent along just for tomorrow morning.” He paused and then gazed longer at the blue. “If you wanted attention on you, the blue seems to be the best choice. Elegance demands attention, yes?”

Right. I checked the dress. “What’s the brand? Where did this come from? I don’t see a label.”

Soma blinked and slowly shook his head. His British accent thickened. “Label? This came directly from the designer. These are custom. I thought you might appreciate a local source. It was spawny that she was open at all; she had another appointment. She never keeps regular hours.”

“But where does she get them made. Do you know where the material comes from?”

“American-made materials,” he said with confidence. “Or materials sourced from Europe or Japan with high respectability. She doesn’t farm out the work. She makes every piece in house.” He smiled at the last part. “She was chuffed when I came in asking questions. I knew you’d want to know.”

I smiled, impressed. “I...wow. Who is this designer?”

“We’ve got an appointment with her tomorrow,” he said. “Gretta insisted.”

I reexamined the selections. Even the plain white T-shirt, which I had passed over as machine made, I suddenly noticed the stitching and cut as a finer quality. 

“Soma...” I said quietly, and I traced my fingertips over the hem of the shirt. I’d never had clothes direct from a designer before. “I...know I didn’t ask for this, but the cost has to be astronomical.”

Soma suddenly caught my arm, just a gentle touch, enough to get me to redirect my gaze from the clothes to his face.

His dark eyes were piercing, focused. It was strange how earnest and even keel he was compared to Ace. “I understand your position, but please don’t worry about the cost. Ace is asking you the favor, so consider any of the clothing part of the reward for your assistance.” He twisted his lips a moment and then frowned. “I don’t mean to dangle it like a carrot. I simply mean we won’t be using them so they would only go to waste.”

“This is a lot for a favor,” I said. 

“This is his choice,” he said. “No one thinks you to be taking advantage. You’ve asked little other than a bath and water to drink. We’ve provided the rest willingly. Think nothing of anything to follow. It is all my pleasure...and Ace’s.” Soma turned from me to head back into the bathroom. “If you’ll join me, we’ll work out what to do about the hair color. I’ll do my best, but we want time to get to a hairstylist if we need to make corrections or go find a wig alternative.”

I glanced once more at the clothing; the navy felt vibrant in the bedroom that was void of color. I had gotten lucky to have run into Ace. There was a tug at my heart.

I was starting to feel for them, Soma and Ace. I didn’t think it was the gifts that spoke to me, but what they said, how they were. And still, I wasn’t sure if I was venturing into dangerous territory.

They were using me for a favor. I had to remember. I was using them, with the hope to get out of a mess I had gotten myself into, in a way. Would I have helped them if I didn’t have this bad stuff hanging over my head? I was hoping the answer was yes, and again, not because of their wealth. Yet, I wasn’t sure I believed it.

I needed to know who we were up against and why Ace was wanting a distraction to get a leg up on him. 
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(Ace)

When Ace returned to the hall outside his bedroom, his phone was vibrating and ringing in the office against the wood desk. 

He did a half jog across the floor, nearly slipping on his bare feet as they were highly polished, and into the room to pick it up before it went to voicemail, answering before looking at the screen. “Hello.”

“This is Ace, isn’t it?” a female voice, somewhat familiar, said on the other end. The tone was dark, heavy.

Ace froze where he was, looking out into the garden, an eyebrow raised. “Who is this?”

“You didn’t think I wouldn’t find you after you left Atlanta?” she asked. “After you locked us into that bathroom? You know breaking into my phone and deleting the footage, that’s a privacy violation. The video was mine the moment I recorded it.”

Ace was ready with an argument hanging off of his lips, but paused. Her sense of privacy was screwy. He was careful to stop talking, sure the call was being recorded, but he listened just the same. 

When Ace didn’t reply, the woman continued. “We got paid to do it, so you know, but now I’m just annoyed. You went too far.”

Ace ground his teeth, not wanting to get goaded but hoping to pick up any information needed. To see if this was an empty threat or if she intended to do more. She was admitting to things she would just edit out if she got him to talk. It would be pointless to defend himself. The only reason to keep her on the line was to get her to say whatever and hope she screwed up and warned him of something she might try next. Her and her friend...

“Are you there?” she asked. It dawned on him he didn’t really know her name. What was it? He continued to be silent and she followed up. “Whatever. I know where you live. Call me back and give me what I want, or I’ll dig through trash until I find something good. Or I’ll make it up. I don’t even care anymore. Your call.”

There was a click, and Ace double-checked to make sure the phone call had indeed stopped. 

He went to his desk, digging out a game card pack filled with playing cards. He fished out a wild card, and then used a Sharpie to write a message.

Deal with her.

He took a photo of this, and he sent it to Loïc.

Ace headed to the kitchen, and a minute later, his phone was ringing. He answered it but double-checked the number to make sure it wasn’t someone else.

Loïc spoke, a stern, deep voice. “In over your head again?”

“I’m not talking mine. I’m talking yours,” Ace said. He opened the fridge, pulling out a small tray of fruit and cheese already prepared. “The psycho from the hotel.”

Loïc’s tone dropped yet another octave, a harsh astuteness Ace was used to. “What happened?”

“She just called, probably trying to record me yelling at her. She found my private number, so she’s somewhat capable. Locking her in the bathroom wasn’t enough.” He added crackers from the pantry and took the collection with him up the back stairs, heading to the second- floor living room. “Sounds like she’s off your leash and going rogue. She may just turn this on you.”

Loïc chuckled. “Afraid?”

“No.”

“We can call everything off.”

If Ace decided to call things off, it would happen quickly. Loïc would take over directly, or he’d send someone else to handle her. Only, Ace would be out a few points. Loïc already had the lead. “I don’t know what you expect me to do. She’s just an internet stalker crazy socialite...There’s no fixing that. Nothing I’d be legally allowed to do anyway.” There were a few more choice words he wanted to throw in, but he paused mid-hallway and focused on the wall as he spoke. “Who is Psycho Girl anyway? Was that just supposed to be a prank on me or did you want me to take care of her crazy attitude?”

“Tell me about your girl, and I’ll tell you about her.”

“No cheating,” Ace said. He sat on the sofa, putting the tray beside him on the couch. He focused on Loïc on the phone. “You’ll see her soon.”

“You’re the one who asked for help.”

“Breaking into the hotel room to film me like that was too far, Loïc.”

“I thought nothing was too far for you. Since when did you have boundaries?”

“It’s too close.”

“When do I get to meet your new girl?”

“Soon. Either let me know what I’m supposed to do with Psycho Girl or we’ll have problems. More than you were hoping for. She’s very public. I don’t think you want that.”

Ace hung up before Loïc could respond. He’d gone too far this time. No one was supposed to locate them at home, follow them into hotel rooms, and then follow up with veiled threats about exposure. That’s when they lost control. If Loïc had told him about the girl and wanted him to handle her, sure. No problem. He could do it from a distance.

Not while she was sitting on top of him trying to get a photo. An internet outrage would...keep him unable to be active in their game for a while. Was that Loïc’s plan?

There was no way to know if the girl was bluffing about where she thought he lived, but the cell phone call told Ace she was smart enough to figure it out. Loïc had to be insane targeting her, or using her as a tool to get to him.

Or was this a new twist? Loïc rarely broke the rules, but Ace wouldn’t put it past him to try something new, some tactic to get Ace off of his game. A weird phone call just to shake him up and make him react to talk about what was going on with Eva.

Only, the joke was on him this time.

He smirked and then shook his head. Eva was a godsend. Loïc was already asking questions. That was great. It was rare he ever got Loïc’s interested in anything.

Ace layered a cracker with some cheese and turned on the television, wanting a distraction or else he’d go bug Soma and Eva and be in the way.

He flipped through channels, but he really wasn’t in the mood for anything. He ended up watching commercials more than any show.

He was too excited by Eva. If Loïc was asking, it meant he couldn’t trace who she was yet, which was funny since her face was all over the news. He might have gotten a look at her, but not enough to really recognize her. That redness in her skin was probably enough to throw him off.

He’d have to get his PR rep to work on Evelyn’s situation once it finally died down. Most of the world would forget about her after a week or so, and if they tried to look her up again later, they may discover nothing left on the internet about her, at least not her face and none of the rampage. His PR agent was pretty good at getting things removed. Or even more clever, bombarding the internet with so much false information and pictures, there was no way to know who was the real person.

He kept looking past his shoulder, toward the door, hoping they’d show up. 

He was starting to like her. She was interesting. Not snotty. She treated Soma nicely, and if she wasn’t trying so hard to be polite because she was scared, Ace could see her relaxing and being a lot of fun. 

How passionate she was about quality, about reputation—that was what impressed him. When he said no one got to misbehave in Charleston, she seemed excited.

That was the sort he liked. Unafraid of exposure, because you were always on the good side. Do good things and have some sort of aspiration. Her only shame now was something that she didn’t do. She’d just been too distracted to know what was going on.

Hopefully, he was right about that assumption. She really didn’t seem the type to bother with drugs. Not when she was dealing with millions of dollars’ worth of designer clothes a year. 

Maybe he could get her to stick around. He had tonight and tomorrow. Didn’t she need to start anew anyway? Atlanta may not hire her for a while, but Charleston wasn’t Atlanta. She wanted to try out Charleston when she thought she had to start over. Maybe she found it appealing?

Maybe he shouldn’t get his hopes up. If Eva wanted to, with the right look and the right words, she’d get plenty of guys who would dole out their entire fortunes just to be with her. If she were the type.

He ignored the television displaying a sports game and pulled up an iPad that was tucked away in the side table. He pulled up her Instagram, scanning through the pictures, ignoring all the hate comments below each one, the thousands that were piling up either with outrage or worse.

She took a lot of photos of outfits, usually on dummies, but on occasion she made herself the model. She was always about clothes, unless she was on vacation.

Then she was all about relaxing and enjoying the moment. She’d smile while posing with a waiter, who was beaming, no doubt happy to have some attention when so many people simply ignored staff. 

Every photo she took while she was on any sort of vacation was like that. If it wasn’t with the help, it was some sort of interesting feature she was pointing to, but never just her face, no selfies that didn’t include something else interesting in the shot. She wasn’t there to remember her makeup or outfit. She simply absorbed into the atmosphere.

Always alone, though. Never with her boyfriend. Never with a friend.

He studied her face in one picture with her and a pool boy. She was particularly glowing in that one under the sun and with light reflecting off of the water. He wasn’t looking at the camera, but right at her, with that glint in his eyes like he was in love. She was oblivious.

Didn’t she have someone to go with her to these places? Why did she go alone? Not even a friend?

Did anyone back home care that she seemed to have disappeared?

Ace rolled his head back on the couch, looking up at the high ceiling. He dropped the iPad back down in his lap.

It was a sad thought, but she also backed up quickly when he got anywhere close to her. When he tried to apply aloe to her face, or when he came up to her when she was asking for him. Each time, she pulled away quickly. Was he moving too fast for her? 

Or she didn’t like him.

Sad, because he was starting to get a real crush on her. He’d respect if she didn’t like him, of course, but...it felt like something else. Some desire to separate herself. How could he find out if that was true?
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(Eva)

It was lucky we had so much time to work with, because figuring out the color and a style took time to research. We ended up mixing sandy blond with something monochrome and adding in chunky bleach highlights. It made it look like my hair was a darker blond naturally and the highlights were what I’d added in.

Soma even managed a bit of a trim, giving me some layering, which we figured out how to do from the internet. 

The blond color itself was brighter than I expected, and I ended up needing to lighten my eyebrows as well. However, once those were done, it did appear somewhat natural. 

I wore the robe as we dyed my hair, feeling a little spoiled as Soma brought me what I asked and watched as I applied different shades and tried different applications. After we took a break once the hair was done, we focused on makeup and what would work with the sunburn. The crème makeup from Korea was the prize-winning purchase, and I gushed with Soma about it as I applied more to my skin.

“I can’t believe how even it is making things look,” I said. I was bent forward, staring hard at my face at the mirror. I brushed my fingertips over my cheeks. While the crème was moisturizing and light. It did wonders to hide the redness, but still allowed some of my natural freckles to show through. “I don’t know how they created this formula, but I’ve never had anything that could do this.”

Soma’s studied me and then picked up the box the crème had come in. “Do you think we can apply this to your shoulders as well? Is it going to rub off onto the dress?”

“Let it dry a bit and we’ll see how easy it is to wipe off with tissue,” I said.

He nodded and put the box down. His eyebrows lifted in curiousness. “Maybe it’s because I saw you before, but while this is a huge change, you still look like Evelyn.”

I tiled my head, finding it strange to be looking at my face with vividly different hair. I picked up some highlighter and shadow and tried a few different things to make my nose appear longer and my eyes bigger. It was more makeup than I used naturally, but it masked me a little. “I could change the shape of my eyebrows as well,” I said after I was done.

Soma peered at my face directly and then at my face through the mirror, squinting. “Hm. Maybe some contacts. I think it is the eye color.”

“Usually those you can only put in for a few hours at a time or they hurt your eyes, don’t they?”

He frowned. “I don’t know. Not offhand. We haven’t needed them before.”

“I may be stuck with what I have.” I used liner to redefine the shape of my eyes more, making them more round instead of almond. “If someone can pick me out by my eye color, he’s staring too hard at my pictures.”

“They’re pretty striking,” he said.

I stopped the pencil at my eye, looking at him through the mirror.

His gaze met mine and didn’t fall away.

“Thank you,” I said.

He nodded shortly and then tilted his head.

I finished my eye and then backed up, taking a look with the robe, trying to focus on my face. The cut of my hair feathered from my cheeks down and teased my shoulders. With the makeup, I looked like a human again, and not a tomato, and the shape of my features had altered. “Hopefully this is enough.”

“More than enough,” Ace’s voice echoed in the bathroom. 

I turned, tugging the robe tighter around my body and standing straight. I pushed my chin and lips out, trying to act as if posing for a picture, and then relaxed. “Is it really?”

Soma turned as well, eyebrows up. “Can you recognize her?”

“I don’t think anyone would see Evelyn,” Ace said. He remained in the doorway, hands tucked into his front pockets, and leaned. With the way he was standing, it accentuated the broadness of his chest and arms, while giving some shape to his hips. “I see Blondie.”

I squinted at him. “That’s not a name.”

He chuckled. “Pet name. We’re dating, remember? We’ve got to have pet names.”

“I’m not sure Blondie is appropriate,” Soma said, backing up a half step, more to look at my face. “You’re making her sound like a lush, especially after the story about her being hungover.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Ace said. He straightened and shrugged. “Sorry, getting carried away. Are we sticking with Emily? Kind of normal...ish.”

“It works,” Soma said, looking to me. “Respectable, yes?”

I nodded. “I just need to get dressed.”

Ace pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and checked it. “Getting close. Will this take another five hours?”

Soma groaned and then went to Ace, nudging him away. “Enough with the jokes.” He looked back at me and then asked, “Need any more help?”

Just to toy with Ace, I said in a somewhat flirtatious tone to Soma. “Actually, I could use another layer of aloe before I get dressed. Could you help with my back?”

Ace’s mouth dropped open. “Hey, who’s playing boyfriend here? How come he gets to do that part?”

“Out,” Soma said in a sharp tone and closed the bathroom door before I even had a chance to reply. He paused, looking horrified and then said to me, “Sorry, did that sound more overly eager than I intended?”

I didn’t know how to answer that, but I was amused that Ace was getting bossed around so by Soma. I was suddenly questioning how this relationship worked where Ace hired Soma as an assistant, right?

Soma went to the sink, looking below it through bottles and came up with an aloe gel. “This one is mostly aloe instead of lotion. Maybe it will work better.”

I hadn’t really meant to actually do this but while I had him here, I might as well take advantage of the extra hands. “It may be a little more wet,” I said. I turned and tugged the robe off of my shoulders and exposed my neck to him. “Does it look bad?”

I only caught Soma’s face in the mirror, but his eyes drifted to my shoulders, lingering for a long moment. With how dark his eyes were, it seemed he was brooding. At least until he picked up his gaze and was looking right at my real face, realized I was looking in the mirror, and then met my eyes through it.

“No,” he said quietly. He held up the bottle and opened the cap. “This might be cold.”

I nearly froze with anticipation of him touching me. 

I don’t know why in that moment I was hesitating. He’d washed my hair with delicate fingers before this, and had taken care of the coloring and cutting. He had a very gentle touch.

Yet before, it had been on a very professional level. This seemed more intimate, and with the look he had on his face, I was feeling naked. It wasn’t uncomfortable, simply this freeing vulnerability and rush of excitement I hadn’t felt in a very long time. 

I turned my head, looking on toward the tub, focusing on the modern sleek of it and the faucet. “I can bear the cold,” I said.

Soma approached me quietly. He dropped some of the gel into his palm, worked it into his hands to warm it, and then gently pressed his palm to my shoulder. 

The chill subsided under his hand quickly, preventing any sort of cold sting. I relaxed at this, dropping my shoulders.

He worked across the center of my neck, warming the liquid each time as much as possible by pressing his palm to my skin. 

He did this slowly, taking time to rub aloe into my skin and then moving on to the next area. He covered my shoulders and the center of my neck and worked down the back of my arms and, just to do so, along the top of my back a little. I wasn’t sure that area was red, but the aloe felt good.

I wanted to close my eyes, as his touch was relaxing, expertly moving over every little bit of my skin. It was tempting to enjoy, but at the same time, I was fully aware of how handsome he was, and of Ace possibly waiting in the next room.

I’d just left my ex. And I was now alone, in a different place, and Soma was very sweet and kind to me. I had promised myself not to jump into anything. Ace played at my feelings too. I didn’t want to think of it right now, since I was still getting to know them.

Only, I wasn’t ready for a relationship, if they were aiming for that. Not for a while. I liked being free. To do what I wanted. Not a lot of people understood that. I didn’t think them to be the sort to just sleep around, it didn’t seem to be the case. However, if they later wanted a relationship, at least in the traditional sense, I’d have to disappoint them.

And I didn’t want to disappoint them. 

He worked quietly, and then when I was completely taken care of from my back and shoulders and arms, he put the bottle aside. “I...should be picking out something for Ace to wear tonight. Will you need anything else?”

“No,” I said quickly, not wishing to hold him up. “And thank you. You’ve done so much for me today.”

“It’s my absolute pleasure, Eva,” he said and turned to the door.

I’d heard the words my pleasure many times before while on vacation or at a restaurant, but his tone had been so sincere, so endearing, my heart was melting from the hard shell I’d tried to build up.

He stood at the door, and when I looked up, our eyes connected.

We held that gaze for longer than I expected, enough for my cheeks to warm, and I wondered if he could tell even from under the makeup.

His cheeks reddened, too. He blinked, turned away again and went out the door, closing it behind him.

I stood, breathing slowly, feeling as if my body had been floating in a pool and I’d suddenly found myself standing on the ground. My heart pattered. I wanted to sit, but I was afraid to relax. I might start shaking.

This attraction was mutual. 

I tried to put those daring thoughts aside. I had only a little time before dinner tonight. I wanted to focus.

I needed Ace to free me from my past. I hadn’t wanted to care about him or for Soma. But I wasn’t sure I should stick around. They had a friendship and I didn’t want to get between them. Maybe I should insist on leaving town. 

Getting too close would only mean heartbreak. 
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After another hour, I was in the back of a black town car with Ace, nervously holding on to the door handle as I stared out into the night in downtown Charleston. Brick storefronts and picturesque antique homes lined the streets, cozy with their elegant magnolia and hibiscus gardens. Streetlamps shone, spilling soft orange light over tourists, or the occasional dogwalker who had taken to the sidewalks.

The blue wrap dress had fit nicely and covered my shoulders and around my neck. There wasn’t much I needed to cover with makeup outside of my arms and face but I made sure to dip the makeup way below every exposed area just in case. Although I’d taken a couple of aspirin prior to going out to help my sore body make it through dinner, I was still waiting for it to kick in.

Ace was exquisite, wearing dark slacks and a black cotton dress shirt, the sleeves rolled up to make it look more casual, and a dark silk tie with gold trim from Hermès. The tie was the only accent to his clothes where the brand was obvious. The cut and style was nice, upscale, just not as eye-catching. I wondered if it had been Soma’s goal to downplay what he was going to wear so I stood out. 

He leaned back as he gazed out the opposite window. He pressed fingers to his lips, chewing the lower one. 

His brooding mood left me concerned. Was he nervous? I wondered if he was second guessing this decision. I wondered what I was supposed to be distracting Loïc from, but he had said not to worry about it.

Should I? He seemed worried.

Soma drove, silently focused on the road. He’d said little to me since he left me alone in the bathroom to dress, and I avoided looking in his direction.

I’d never been nervous when going out before, never tried to impress a guy I didn’t know. I was always just me, and if a guy didn’t seem into me, I didn’t make any effort to change his mind.

Ace never said where we were going, and I had settled into the back seat, ready for a longer drive. However, it was only a few blocks before Soma turned down a street and slowed near what I thought was the biggest house on the block.

I leaned to be able to get a good look at it. The red brick building was four stories tall, taking up position on the corner, surrounded by other homes. It was topped with a copula and an arch over a driveway. The overwhelming size and the brick exterior seemed out of place a bit with the moderate estates around it. 

“This is a restaurant?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Ace said. “Well, it’s technically an inn, but it has a restaurant.” 

Soma turned the corner where there was rear parking, although it was listed as for inn guests only, and dinner guests had to be dropped off. 

I’d thought that getting Soma to drive was extravagant but it turned into be a necessity. The lot was packed and the street-side parking was completely full. 

Ace got out the moment Soma stopped the car. He came around quickly, opened my door, and held out a hand.

Time to look like a girlfriend. My heart was pounding. My knees were weak. I wasn’t so sure I wasn’t just walking into the line of fire, with questions and accusations thrown my way once people recognized me.

I stepped out, taking Ace’s hand, and for my own need for support, I held on to it.

He squeezed it gently and walked close enough I could feel the warmth of his body.

“I’ll call when we’re ready, Soma,” he said to him as we stepped onto the sidewalk.

Soma rolled down the window, watching as we walked toward the building. Concern was etched in his frown. Was he worried about Ace?

Did he doubt I’d be able to do what Ace wanted?

There was a plaque by the door reading The Wentworth Mansion, followed by a smaller sign nearby, very subtle, noting the restaurant name: Circa 1886.

The rear entry steps were steep, and the material of the wrap dress became taunt against my thighs. I clenched my teeth, gripping Ace’s arm a little tighter and used him to pull myself up the steps.

“You okay?” Ace asked.

“Fine,” I said, smiling toothily. “Just waiting for the aspirin to kick in.”

Ace’s face fell, and he paused right on the walkway. “I know I’m excited, but if you’re really not up for it...”

“I’m up, I’m dressed,” I said. “If I don’t look like a tomato, let’s go.”

Ace hurried on to open the door for me, and I instinctively looked down to hide my face. But this looked ridiculous so instead, I gazed absently forward, head high. If I was recognized, what would anyone do? Throw water in my face? Call the police?

Both viable options, but at this point, I could either do it with my head down or high enough to look them in the face if they tried.

I tossed that thought out of my mind, not wanting to play out that scenario.

The interior hallway was bright with fresh white paint on paneled wood walls. The hall was wide with echoing marble flooring and high ceilings. Voices echoed from further in, somewhere deeper in the dining room beyond.

There was a small waiting area. An older couple sat on a small settee together. Another man in a sports suit stood nearby with his arms crossed, absently looking at the floor. 

I sucked in a breath, holding it, adjusting my posture. I tried not to focus on any face in particular. Was the lone man Loïc? Or the older gentleman of the couple sitting there? I had no idea who I was looking for.

I remained paranoid they’d recognize my face despite the makeup.

Keep calm. I summoned some confidence, hoping to radiate it.

Ace dropped his arm to loosen my grip and took my hand instead. “What do you think, Em?” he asked, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Didn’t I tell you this place was great? One of the best in Charleston.”

“Wonderful,” I said, using a softer voice. I focused on him, finding it easier than trying to guess who Loïc was. I forced a smile. “You’ve been here often?”

“A few times,” he said with a wink. “Always makes a great impression.”

We were stopped shortly by a hostess standing by a doorway. Beyond her was the attached carriage house, which was the restaurant part of the building. 

The woman paused with a half-smile on her face and then furrowed her brow. “Good evening,” she said to us, focusing more on Ace.

“Is it possible to get table seven?” he asked, offering a hand to her like waiting for her to shake it, and I assumed there was cash in his palm in offering.

She blinked at him, seeming a little dazed. “I’ll see what I can do. What’s the name on the reservation?”

“Waris,” Ace said.

She scanned her list and frowned. “I don’t see a Waris.”

“Ah.” He tilted his head back in my direction to indicate me. “She left the reservation. Might be her name. Check for Courteau.”

I parted my lips, surprised.

The hostess scanned her list again and then nodded. “Right. Loïc Courteau.” She went heavy on the French accent of the name and lifted her head again and then smiled. She shook hands with him, the hundred-dollar bill disappearing shortly into her pocket. “Table seven is open.”

I gripped tighter at Ace’s hand, eyes wide, and starting to shake. Ace was taking Loïc’s reservation from him, and pinning me for it. Wouldn’t the restaurant kick us out when they realize what happened?

Wouldn’t Loïc make a scene?

He winked at me. 

He was too calm, too playful. 

All I had to do was distract Loïc. This was a surefire way we’d get his attention. I forced a smile, and Ace released my hand to walk behind me, leaving me to follow the hostess to the table.

Table seven turned out to be in the dead center of the room. No matter who was dining tonight, there was no way for Loïc to not notice us.

The dining room had old, dark wooden floors, a high ceiling and more white painted wood paneling. There was a large fireplace to one side the size of a doorway, with a small collection of logs inside but unlit. Every table dressed in fine white linen, a rose in a bud vase in the center, and a candle lit in a short, beige holder. It wasn’t a massive dining floor, but it was elegant. 

The hostess started to pull out the chair for me, but Ace came up behind her, easing the chair from her hands politely. “Let me,” he said. He stood by, holding it.

The old-fashioned manners he carried sparked my curiosity. I sat, letting Ace scoot it in. This was the South, and in certain circles, it was very important to show great care and respect for women, elderly, and children in such ways. 

Ace sat down across from me, his eyes wide, wild and that coy smile barely smothered. He thanked the hostess.

The moment she left, a young male waiter came by the table. He wore a sharp black bowtie and black vest over a crisp white shirt.

He greeted us quickly. “Have either of you been here before?”

“Plenty,” Ace said. “You’re new.”

The waiter smiled and nodded. “Not new to waiting, I promise.” He pulled from his back pocket a pair of small leather books, each with newly printed menus inside. He opened mine before presenting it to me. He offered a second, longer menu and showed it to both of us. “Do we need this? I can give you my recommendation as well.”

Ace went over wine selections with the waiter, although he asked me if I had a preference. I didn’t and letting him take care of it made it easier to sit back and scan the room. 

Only about three quarters of the other tables had guests. The restaurant was busy, with a slow murmur of voices as people spoke, but it wasn’t overly crowded. We were a little early, or perhaps because it was mid-week, it wasn’t as busy as it could be. So why take Loïc’s reservation if we could have just gotten a table by asking?

Since we took his reservation, Loïc wasn’t here yet, and I was positioned with my back to the door, so there was no way to watch and guess who he was as people entered. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a mirror anywhere to borrow for a reflection either. Maybe it was better that I ignored everyone in the room. The best way to get attention was to appear confident and look to be having a good time, right?

I focused on the menu, ready to simply eat dinner, and do whatever Ace wanted at this point. I worked on my smile, how I was sitting, the way I tilted my head to look interested and inspired.

When the waiter left to let us peruse the options, Ace left his menu folded on the table. He retouched his folded sleeves and then straightened his tie. The way he fidgeted made him seem nervous. “By the way, I recommend the antelope.”

My lower lip dropped, and I knew I was showing teeth in a crazy grimace. I shouldn’t be so surprised at some exotic meats being on the menu, but it was one of the least expected. “You’re kidding.”

He shrugged. “Unless they’ve changed the menu from last week. It’s seasonal.”

“Are you having antelope?”

“No. I’ve been wanting to try the quail. Tonight’s the night.”

I scanned the menu, but it was the appetizers I focused on. I wanted something light. I’d barely eaten since the scones from breakfast, too nervous and worried, with my stomach in knots. “I’m leaning toward the steak and egg salad.”

His blue eyes sparked with interest. “That sounds great. I haven’t tried it yet.” He opened his menu, checking it. “Actually, now I’m tempted to change my mind. I’m a little fond of bresaola.”

“I know it’s aged raw beef, but the menu says crisp. Does that mean they fry it? Doesn’t that change the point of it being bresaola?”

He cocked his head to one side. “I don’t know. Good question.” He paused and then glanced over my shoulder once and then back to my face, too focused, too straight on. “By the way, you look amazing. The blue was a good choice.”

I stiffened, gathering Loïc must be coming in. I sat up straighter, ready for a confrontation with him, with the hostess, with management. 

I sensed movement behind me, and Ace’s eyes casually glancing up on occasion. Voices drifted to me, but they were mixed in with other guests around us. 

I simply had to follow Ace’s eyes, as his settled to a point behind me. They stilled. Did Loïc take another table? 

Ace retouched his tie, and then brushed fingers through his hair. 

Was he worried about a scene, too? Or having to explain to the hostess why he lied about having a reservation?

“Um,” I said softly, trying to come up with something to say. It wasn’t good for us both to be nervous. Maybe we could get away with it being an honest mistake if I lied and said my last name was...whatever he said. Like coincidence, we had the same name. No one knew who I was, right? “I...thanks for...” I let a puff of air out from between my lips to release some anxiety. “I’m glad to experience this with you. This seems like a nice place.”

Ace was looking at me, but often enough, he was looking over my shoulder, beyond me. “Maybe after dinner I could give you a tour around Charleston. You wanted to settle here, didn’t you? At least I hope you want to...”

I blinked at him, trying to figure out how much he was serious about this or how much was an act for Loïc. 

“I’d like to get to know the city,” I said, trying to stick with being as honest as possible. “I’ve heard a lot about it. I’d imagined it to be a lot like Savannah.”

Ace made a small choking noise. “What? No. We’re so much better. I’ll have you know, this very restaurant we’re sitting in now outdoes anything you’ll find in all of Georgia. That goes for a lot of places around the South.”

I tried not to give him the evil eye for talking about Georgia. “You’re proud of your city,” I said in as cool a tone I could impress.

“There are plenty of fine cities, but Charleston is unique, not another like her.” He leaned in on the table, his eyes redirected to hit right at me this time. “I’m not against taking you elsewhere, though. Any other towns you’ve wanted to visit? Anywhere in the world?”

I met his eyes, curious how much he wanted honesty from me. Should I be lying and playing Emily now? I tried being honest. “Maybe somewhere in Greece? Perhaps other places around Europe?”

“Did you bring your passport along?”

“No.”

“Then we may have to fetch it,” he said. He sat back and continued his stare that drifted behind me.

I picked up the folded napkin on the dish in front of me, using it to fumble with in my lap to hide my twitchy fingers. I had dined with people and alone in many locations, but I never felt the sensation of thinking everyone was looking at me. I wasn’t the sort to care, just going about my business and enjoying the moment. This time I wanted attention from one person and wasn’t sure how I could get it if they were sitting behind us and out of view. Ace’s twitching around wasn’t helping my nerves.

We ordered and didn’t have long to wait before we were eating. Ace ordered a light wine, and I worked my way through a glass and a half before I finally relaxed enough to do more than just spear my lettuce and actually eat something. 

Ace started out watching Loïc behind me, but as dinner went on, he spent less time looking over my shoulder and more at me. He asked so many questions, each one seemed designed to be casual conversation, but I couldn’t help but be rattled with each one. Where I went to school, the places I had vacationed previously, the types of books I enjoyed. Each time, I debated answering something false, but I wasn’t sure if anyone could even hear me, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep track of lies. I was honest, but I hesitated a lot, stumbling over statements to avoid revealing too much of who I was. 

He skirted around topics about clothing and my previous work, for which I was grateful. Talking about those made it feel like people would make a connection with my face.

However, he provided more about himself as well. He talked about having a yacht, but he really didn’t use it much. He got invited to many charity events, but rarely ever went, donating quietly to the places he felt needed them and did the most good.

“You talk a lot about things you don’t do,” I said.

He laughed. “Am I boring?”

“Unhelpful,” I said. “You don’t use your yacht. You don’t like too many public events that put pressure on you. You don’t wear the suit in your closet. You’ve a large book collection. So you enjoy reading?”

He nodded absently at first, his eyes wandering behind me for a brief moment, but then he came back, focusing on me. “Plenty.”

“You mentioned travel.”

“Love it.”

I leaned forward, because focusing on him as a dinner partner instead of what was going on behind me made this much easier. Also, he became more natural when I had his focus, and fidgeted much less. And also because this was something I had interest in. “When do you go? Do you like tours? Or do you look for the local party scene?”

“I like to drive if I can,” he said. “I like museums, don’t get me wrong, but I’d rather tour something off the beaten path.” His eyes unfocused on everything and drifted as he thought, and he put his fork down. “People are amazing sometimes. Imagine being in the middle of the countryside in Tuscany and getting out of your car, and for an afternoon, helping a farmer pull grapes from a vine, asking him questions about his work. That’s the real tour. Real people.” His focus returned to me. “I’ve been invited to a great many family dinners and to spend the night in places you only hear about in books just by asking strangers questions and being nice and curious.”

This stirred something in me. While I’d experienced a lot going to different resorts and spas, his experiences seemed so adventurous. “Isn’t it dangerous to go out alone?”

He smirked and shrugged. “Is it dangerous to walk any street in the states? Sure. You take the risk anywhere else too, but I consider it well worth it.”

“You seem to have a knack for getting to the heart of things.”

He tilted his head and stared at me. “I love digging deeper. There’s always a story. Most people have a lot more depth, a lot more to them than what people see on the outside.”

My face heated, more over on top of the sunburn. I wasn’t so sure he was talking about my love of fashion, or discovering what happened to me back in Atlanta, or directly about me at all.

Or maybe he meant something else? It was just the way he was so intense in his stare. 

That’s when I heard a distinctive male voice behind me. The accent was what interested me at first, because it was heavily French accented.

“I’ll have the steak and egg salad,” the voice said. “Yes, I see it’s popular. It must be a good choice.”

The voice was deep, smooth. I didn’t think anything of it, until I realized the direction of the voice was right behind me, and also how Ace looked up, glancing over my shoulder every time whoever it was spoke.

Loïc was at my back, directly behind me. Had to be.

I took a long sip of the wine, and then held up the glass, hoping for at least a reflection, but it wasn’t at all helpful. 

As I listened, I heard another voice responding on occasion to Loïc. It was deep, rich, and with an accent—Southern, but also something else. Ethnic of some sort? As I listened, it just seemed a mix of both, heavier on the Southern. The masculine voice threw me. His dinner partner was male. Not that it was any of my business, but I wondered if I’d attract attention if Loïc turned out to be gay?

When Ace continued and picked at the quail on his plate, I listened, but my focus was completely gone. I listened for anything Loïc was saying, but it kind of blended in with everyone around us. 

And he said very little. He seemed to ask questions, and it was his dinner companion making most of the conversation.

I scanned the perimeter, as if I could turn my head enough to take a look behind me, but I couldn’t do so without completely turning around and being obvious. The back of a spoon just showed me wobbly images. No chance at a window reflection. 

My curiosity was getting the better of me. How was I supposed to attract this guy without him us being able to look at each other? This was a bad place to sit.

Who was I dealing with? 

When I was finished with my food, as much as I could stomach in my nervousness, I waited for a pause when Ace was talking. 

“Excuse me,” I said. “Do you know where the restroom is located?”

Ace’s eyebrow cocked once, some concern showing. I tried to smile to show I was fine. He relaxed and motioned behind me. “That way. There’s a hall.”

I pushed my seat out just a touch, enough to rise and stand. I turned and casually moved in the direction Ace had pointed.

As I turned, I skirted around the table next to us, and got just a glimpse. Now was my chance.

Loïc’s age was hard to determine because his eyes were so wide, giving him a youthful appearance. He had dark hair was cut in a stylish, uneven locks, dipping just below the top of his ears, with several locks hanging around his eyes. It was pitch black enough to almost appear blue in the sheen of the lights overhead. He wore glasses, the only frame being silver at the nose and the parts that went behind the ears. It ensured the lightness of his eyes contrasted heavily with his darker hair.

I couldn’t see his eyes well enough to catch if they were gray or a very light green. He didn’t look directly at me when I passed.

His suit was plain, with a black jacket, an unadorned, thin black tie, and white shirt. With him sitting, there wasn’t any way to tell the brand. It was the accessories I noted most, where his wrists had leather and silver chain cuffs stacked on each other. His ears were pierced with large silver disks in the center of each lobe. A couple of fingers on each hand had thick silver rings.

It was enough that the accessories made a statement. The style was unusual, eye catching, but made him appear sharp, a person who knew what he liked and didn’t care to follow tradition, yet still blended in elegantly.

I had to look ahead to watch where I was going, and was disappointed when he hadn’t looked up when I spotted him. I hoped at least passing by, he got a glimpse. Maybe on the way back, he’d notice me more.

I did get a quick glance at his companion as I passed, at least face to face.

He had broad shoulders and seemed taller than Loïc. His brilliant, dark brown eyes were piercing, almost critical in the way he looked, yet it was his lips that toyed between seriousness and joking. 

His hair was cut short around the ears, enough to see skin, except for on top, a lot like Soma’s style. Only the tight brown curls at the top of his head was cut shorter, and evenly. He wore a thin turtleneck, black and a good look for him. He wore no accessories at all, except one ear had a Bluetooth earbud.

When he looked at me, it rattled me through. He didn’t ignore me. He noticed everything. 

And then there was the smooth way his eyebrow lifted, curious.

It had me second guessing which one was Loïc. Ace said he’d be interested in me and that I’d draw attention. Was I wrong about who was who?

It wasn’t until I had passed that the Southern accent filled my ear, loud enough I knew he wanted me to hear it. “I have to say, Mr. Courteau, the proposition is interesting. I can see the appeal of Charleston. The women are breathtaking.”

My mouth cracked slightly, and I raised my head. I had been right the first time. Loïc was the French-accented one, which made sense given his name.

I moved on toward the hall that Ace had indicated. On the turn around the corner, I got one more look at Loïc.

His entire focus was on his dinner partner. Despite Ace wanting me to be appealing in some way, and the way even his dinner partner had spoken, he seemed oblivious.

Maybe he was just being courteous to his dinner partner. 

What was he hiring his business partner for, anyway? 

I followed a white-paneled hallway. The end of it made a left into the kitchens. Midway where there were two doors indicating restrooms, I entered the women’s. I went to a stall, waiting for what I hoped was an appropriate amount of time to pass before I could venture out for another look, and hopefully a chance to make sure I was seen by Loïc.

As I was alone, I considered Ace and his plan. Loïc almost seemed bored. Wasn’t he irritated about Ace taking his table? Was this business meeting, as it seemed, important enough to keep him from getting distracted?

For a rival, Loïc seemed relatively calm. The only one I saw trying to goad anyone was Ace.

Soma was the one keeping score...of something, like it mattered.

Ace was the one wanting me to be the distraction for Loïc.

Who started this rivalry, and was Ace really a victim? The more I considered this, the more I wondered if this wasn’t some sort of playboy pranking system. 

This didn’t seem right to me. Ace may have had the opportunity and time to be someone like that, but his mannerisms were completely opposite around me. There was something to Loïc and Ace, but I was pretty sure now Ace wasn’t being completely up front with me about the situation.

I didn’t have time for playboy games. If that’s how he wanted to be, fine. If he kept his promise, why did it matter to me?

Disappointment seeped in. Maybe I had started to like him more than I thought. Yet a terrible ‘one up’ game between him and Loïc seemed a complete waste of money and time when they could be doing something else. 

I left the bathroom stall, checking myself in the mirror. The crème had worked and the makeup had stayed in place. None of the makeup seemed to have smudged onto the dress. I touched my hair, swept to one side and part of it cascading down my shoulder. The blond still took getting used to, but it did seem a good choice. I only needed to touch up my lipstick a little before going back to the table.

I didn’t dare stay for too long, as it would look too strange leaving Ace at the table. Still, I hesitated on returning. Never had I felt such pressure being in public, and I was eager to escape being in the center, trying to draw attention from one person while simultaneously avoiding attention from everyone else. Especially if this was some game I was in the middle of. 

I stepped out of the bathroom, touching my skirt to ensure it wasn’t riding up too high on my thigh.

From around the corner of the hall appeared Loïc.

I froze, and then corrected myself. I held my head up, walked slow, and tried to make eye contact. I wanted to see his face. I wanted him to see my face. Words formed on my lips, and I readied myself for some sort of polite conversation while passing. Hello. How was your food? Have a nice evening. I wanted to be ready to pause in the hallway if he wanted to continue any small talk.

His light eyes were cast down to the floor, and then to the wall, and then down the hallway, beyond me.

I took him in, studying the clothes. There were no labels I could find. Whatever designer he worked with didn’t leave branding at all. It seemed to be of quality, but there was no indication at all of where they had come from. I wondered if Gretta that Soma had mentioned, if she did his clothes too. Was that the designer that all the local elites used?

The silver rings and his glasses reflected lights from above. The whole ensemble was interesting. It was like he didn’t care what he wore, but at the same time, he took steps to enhance what was a normal suit and tie look.

What got to me more was his lean stature, the way he walked, and the seriousness of his face. Sharp and aware, but completely disinterested in his surroundings. His lips were relaxed, his light eyes didn’t bother to stick to anything. Bored.

I found I wanted to get his attention, because I wanted to know if he thought I was interesting. 

I needed him to be, if I had any chance for Ace to help me out. However, I just really wanted to know if I was interesting at all.

Slowly, just as we were about to pass in the hall, his gaze fell on me.

But not on me.

Not on my face.

He looked at my hair, at my dress with a flicker of his eyes.

And then walked by.

No smile, nothing. 

I slowed after he walked past me, struck by how I’d been dismissed. He knew I was there, but was completely oblivious other than I was someone he was passing on the way to the bathroom.

Tension wound up my chest and stomach. It wasn’t the first time I’d ever been so dismissed but before it had not mattered so much. I was risking exposure in public to attract his attention, and I’d been completely ignored.

Whatever Ace had expected, I had completely failed. Loïc had absolutely no interest in my presence. 

What would Ace say once he found out? I wasn’t much of a distraction if I couldn’t get Loïc to even look at me. Would he consider my part of the bargain a failure? 

Did it mean he’d be unwilling to help me sort out the mess in Atlanta?

I walked on with a wash of tears at my eyes, not daring to shed one. It blurred my vision, but I didn’t care. It felt like I couldn’t look at anyone else who would snub me in quite the same way. 

In some way, that brush off by Loïc rattled me on a personal, self-conscious level.

I kept a small, tight smile on my face as I sat once again at the table.

Ace took one look at me and sat forward, eyebrow cocked. “Feeling okay?”

I nodded slowly, unable to express my fears, in case Loïc’s companion sitting behind us overheard. I also wasn’t sure I wanted to talk about it. 

I didn’t really understand my feelings, about why I felt so hurt to be snubbed.

Was he shy? Did he not want to make eye contact? Even though Ace had told me little, it didn’t seem completely likely. 

Or maybe I was just making assumptions. It still felt so dismissive. 

Ace was quiet for a long moment after I sat down. He gazed at my plate and then spoke quietly. “Would you like to try some dessert?”

“I don’t think so,” I said quietly. I couldn’t help my tone, sad and defeated. I wasn’t in the mood to take any more advantage of his hospitality when I couldn’t do what he asked of me. 

Ace pressed his lips together firmly and held my gaze. Silently, he was asking me if I was okay.

I forced a smile, but it was weak. I don’t know why I was stressing myself out so much about one moment in the hallway. I was never very good at hiding how I felt in the moment. I never felt the need to hide before.

Ace sipped wine and went on about a book he had read once, but I knew he was talking to fill the silence. Shortly after, I heard the chair behind me scooting along the floor, and Loïc sitting down.

I stiffened, longing to look behind me but knowing I’d just get his back. 

Walking out quickly after that would have brought too much attention, so I forced myself to rejoin the conversation. Once I started to become animated, Ace seemed to relax, but not completely.

When the waiter came around and asked for dessert, he selected two but asked for them to be put in to-go containers. He put on a broad smile. “You may be full now, but you don’t want to miss their chocolate assortment.” The next part he spoke quietly. “It’s good enough to brighten any mood.”

The warmth in his tone, the way he looked at me, I was eager for it. Ace liked how I looked. He told me. He believed I was good enough to attract the attention of Loïc. He was trying to help and also very considerate, even if occasionally brash. Maybe he was a playboy with a score to keep but at least he was nice. This time when my eyes watered for his unfathomable hospitality, I blinked rapidly and my smile became genuine. Ace knew I was troubled and was trying to be supportive without drawing attention.

And I appreciated that he wanted to make me feel better. I should be honest with him about what happened. Maybe he was right about Loïc and it was good I was helping him? At any rate, I didn’t believe even if I had failed, that Ace would simply kick me to the curb. I tried. I would continue to try. I’d do other favors if I could help. I wouldn’t give up so easily. I just needed him to tell me what was going on. I’d no wish to join their rivalry if it was silly, but I wouldn’t get in their way. If they weren’t hurting anyone, did it matter?

When dessert was brought to the table in a paper bag, he paid the bill and stood, coming around to my seat to help scoot it out.

I rose, ready to not look at Loïc, or at his partner. I wanted to walk past as smooth as he had, to seem bored and to not care.

Except when I walked past, I locked eyes with his dinner partner. He smiled pleasantly with broad lips parting.

It broke the coldness I wanted to portray. That wasn’t me. I matched his expression. Hope you’re having a nice night, Mr. Stranger. Hope you get the job or business thing you’re here for.

There was a small wince from him, a tightness at the corner of his eyes, and then a grimace that appeared right on the edge of his lips, sympathetic...and confused. 

He could tell I was upset. Hopefully, he didn’t pass on what he noticed to Loïc.

Not that Loïc would even care.

Ace followed me to the waiting area just outside the restaurant. He passed the to-go bag to me and motioned to the settee. 

“I’ll put in a call to Soma,” he said. “I should have done it earlier, but...I have to admit, you have me distracted lately. Time for my trip to the little boys’ room.”

I smiled for him, but when he disappeared down the hallway toward the restrooms, I sat back, breaking my posture now that I was out of sight of Loïc and Ace. I inhaled deeply, letting out a long, slow breath between my lips.

I wasn’t cut out to be sneaky like this. It felt too restricting. Too unlike me.
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(Ace)

Ace hurried away from Evelyn. The moment he was out of view, he had his phone out. He typed out a quick text to Soma, asking him to bring the car around. Soma was no doubt not a block or two away, waiting, but it could still take time if there were many tourists in the streets or slow traffic.

Ace opened the swinging door to the men’s restroom and paused as the door closed behind him.

Should he or shouldn’t he? Seemed a good place as any. Who would notice? Soma always said he was impulsive and it was better to wait, but he wasn’t sure he could right now.

He sent another text, this time to Loïc.

ACE: Find me.

He didn’t have to say where. Loïc no doubt saw him heading this direction.

Ace went to the sink, leaning back against it, arms folded over his chest.

Her face. 

That broken smile.

He fumed, his muscles tightening. Despite everything that had happened to her, not since getting sunburned, being told about the police...she hadn’t once looked as defeated as she did returning from the restroom.

Only one person he knew could make a girl feel like that.

It was only a few minutes before the bathroom door opened and Loïc entered.

Loïc tugged at the knot of his thin black tie. He stood still just outside of the swing circumference of the door and remained there. “Dinner not going well?” He thickened the French accent as he spoke. The devilish arch of his brow was the only indication he was amused.

“What did you say to her?” Ace asked, a little louder than he intended. His voice echoed enough he was sure someone else could hear behind the wall if they wanted. He grumbled and then spoke quieter. “What did you do?”

The arch disappeared and Loïc revealed nothing in his expression, an expert in stoicism. “I said nothing.”

Ace wasn’t sure he believed him. “You’re breaking your own rules, Loïc?”

“I did nothing,” Loïc said. He crossed his heart in front of his chest with two fingers. “I swear. I didn’t say a word.”

“Did you have to get up while she was in the restroom? Whatever you did, she looked really upset.”

“Maybe that’s on you, not me,” he said. He straightened and sliced through the air with an open palm. “I followed the rules. I was curious, so I got up to take a look for myself. I’ll admit that. But I never spoke to her.”

“You did something.”

“You’re paranoid,” he said. His lip curled in the corner, cunning and devious. “If you asked me, I think she’s just bored with you. Talking about places you’ve been and a yacht you don’t use. What a showoff.”

Ace rolled his eyes. “She seemed okay until she passed you by. You seem to have a repelling effect on women. Or attract the wrong sort. Did you get rid of Crazy Hotel Girl?”

Loïc’s lips dipped into a frown. “We haven’t been able to find her, although word was she wanted to come pay you a visit. If she’s anywhere close by, I suspect she’s using cash or I’d be able to find her easier. It’s actually why I was in your garden this afternoon. I was scouting for vulnerabilities in case she stopped in herself. Her and her friend broke into a hotel room rather easily. Unexpected. She may get just as creative if she wanted to break into your house.”

The thought chilled Ace. It wasn’t that he couldn’t defend himself again, but the fact that Soma, and now Eva, were there. What if they got into the middle of it? They could end up on camera. Especially Evelyn. A gossip blogger is the last thing she needed right now. “Something has to be done. We made a deal. Whatever we did, it doesn’t follow us home. It doesn’t invade our private lives.”

“She turned out more clever than I gave her credit for. But we’ll take care of her. Maybe you should be looking into this new girl. You don’t know anything about her. She came out of nowhere, didn’t she? What’s her name again?” Loïc cocked an eyebrow. “The hostess seems to believe her name was the same as mine, but I know that isn’t true.”

“Nice try.” Ace stood taller, hands at his sides. Loïc wasn’t stupid. He got a good look at Evelyn now, and it wouldn’t be long before he discovered who she really was. He wasn’t going to just hand it over. He just hoped by the time Loïc figured it out, Ace was able to finish up what he needed. “You are the one who called to cancel my reservation here tonight, yeah?”

“Sorry. Thought I’d deter you for the night. You probably didn’t want to be out in public with a vlogger chasing you down, right?”

“Is it your new henchman? The guy at the table? Did he make the cut?” He leaned in a bit toward him. “You don’t want me to meet him yet?”

“We’ll see.” Loïc shrugged. “He gets distracted from his objective easily. His qualifications are sound, though.” He straightened and squared off of his shoulders. His dismissive tone deepened into something darker, more intense. “We’ve a lot of new people lingering around, including yours and she hasn’t been fully vetted yet. We’re in a vulnerable position for you to be taking in an unknown.”

“I’ve a hunch about her.”

Loïc groaned. “Your hunches are why your score is low now, you know? Is this going to be another botch failure?”

“You should be afraid. She’s not one to be messed with, and you’ve just pissed her off.” He was toying with him, as he couldn’t imagine Evelyn doing anything to harm anyone. She was too good for that. He’d only known her the one day, but he had a good feeling about her personality. He had been wrong before, but something told him he was right. Besides, Soma liked her, which was rare. Soma rarely was okay with anyone in the house besides them. He paused, turned and locked eyes with Loïc. “You didn’t say anything to my date?”

He smirked. “We never lie, Ace. Part of the rules. You should be more concerned about why she would be so rattled by someone who didn’t say a word, nor looked at her.”

Ace paused and then cocked an eyebrow. “You didn’t even look?”

“I could tell she was looking directly at me, so to avoid having to say hello, I didn’t look at her at all.”

That suddenly made sense. Ace broke into a grin. “Well, then you just pissed her off is all. That’s not the sort of girl you can just ignore.”

Loïc paused for a moment, and then surprised Ace as he broke his usual indifferent face with the tiniest of satisfied expressions. “I see.”

Ugh. He thought he was always so smart. “What do you think you know?”

“A lot more than you.”

“You’ve not said a word to her.”

“No. I don’t have to. You’re right. She is interesting.” He started walking around Ace and put his hand on the door. “I’m even willing to make a wager. I bet I can steal her from you.”

Ace held his breath. It was the distraction he was looking for, hoping Loïc would be thrown off by a smart, attractive girl who had such values and heart. However, he anticipated Loïc would have taken more time to get to know her before jumping to this.

And Ace suddenly didn’t want this. Getting him interested, maybe even trying to pursue her, sure, but not a wager. “You don’t know one thing about her.” 

“I know her type.”

“I doubt it.” 

Loïc cocked an eyebrow. “How so?”

Ace twisted his lips and shook his head. He was goading him, getting under his skin. He shouldn’t be so eager in coming to her defense, but it annoyed Ace to have him talk about her like that. “We agreed a long time ago to stop targeting each other. It leads to problems like Crazy Hotel Girl.”

“True, but let’s look at evening the score a little. I’m ahead. Don’t you want a chance to catch up?”

This did interest Ace. Loïc had always started ahead, because he invented the game. “What do you want?”

Loïc smirked. “I’ll bet you a clean slate that even after you try to woo her with your money and your charm that I can still get her on my side. Isn’t that the ultimate humbling act? Doesn’t that beat forcing a man to admit to his wife that he was cheating? Isn’t it better than getting a CEO to confess to underpaying his workers and turning in his bonus to give a better living wage? Maybe it is time to humble the humble-invokers. Let this girl decide which hero wins her to their side.”

“You try to paint a pretty picture for yourself, but what we do is blackmail and deceive, even if we ended up agreeing to do so for good causes.”

“You’re getting off point.” His eyes sparked. “Unless you don’t have enough confidence in her that she’ll stay with you.”

Ace laughed and shook his head. “After tonight, you may have put her on my side for good.”

“That shows how little you know about women.” He turned toward the door, reaching for the handle. “They always want what eludes them. It’s why you chase me.” He opened the door and stepped out.

Ace stood in the bathroom for a moment, reconsidering his position.

Loïc never bragged about his abilities before, but he never before seemed as interested in someone Ace had brought in. He usually thought the girl was boring.

Eva was different, and Ace knew that. She had gumption, ambition, and she had a kind heart. She seemed incorruptible. Just gullible at times.

It wasn’t often they got a girl they both seemed to like involved. Eventually they learned what Loïc and Ace were up to, and they often didn’t like it.

Usually because they had something to hide. Loïc often discovered it first and was quick to point it out. It was rare to meet someone clean, who genuinely valued their good deeds. They usually did it for other motives or had something they were guilty of without remorse.

Eva seemed different. He wasn’t sure how, but he was willing to bet she’d be into the game once she knew what they were up to.

Although, he wasn’t so sure she’d be into his style of it. Loïc was careful, more meticulous. Ace acted on impulse. Often, they needed each other to balance themselves out, but often it was Loïc who proved to be the success, getting points for every humbling act they forced someone to do—to better someone or something else their selfishness had harmed.

Bored, rich boys who had nothing better to do than betting the people around them—people they could reach in their circles, who could often do a lot of damage. It was a better pursuit than Ace had come across, which is why he stuck with it, even if he was always losing. The score just kept it a little competitive. 

Suddenly, the door opened again, and Ace stepped toward it, ready to leave.

Loïc appeared again. His eyes wide. He moved right to Ace gripping his arm in a way that forced Ace to follow. Loïc may have been leaner, but he knew pressure points and how to make a person move when he wanted.

Loïc shoved Ace into a stall, closed the door and then turned, pulling his cell phone out and typing into it.

“What are you doing?” Ace asked. “What’s going?”

“Your new stalker is here.” He held the phone to his ear, simultaneously holding a couple of fingers over Ace’s mouth in a stern, silent gesture before Ace could ask more. “Oliver. It’s time to put your talents to use in a real test. Outside of the restaurant, in the lobby, is the girl you were eyeballing all night. I want you to talk to her and convince her to leave with you. Take her in your car, drive her around the block for a short while. I’ll tell you when to return her and where. If she resists, press upon her that this is an emergency. Her date, Ace, insists.”

Ace had no disagreement with this. Getting Eva out was a top priority. Getting themselves out was secondary, and much more complicated.

“Oh, one more thing,” Loïc said in the darkest of voices. One Ace rarely heard and Loïc only invoked when it was important. “I do not want the girl harmed, in any shape or form. Do not ask her anything personal. Is that clear?” He silenced for a moment, long enough for Ace to hear a confirmation on the other end. “Do it.” He hung up.

Ace frowned. “Do you trust your new assistant?”

Loïc sighed. “Scientifically cloning Soma may actually be less work and prove easier than finding someone as good as he was in my employ.”

Ace grinned. “Too bad he decided to work with me.”

Loïc shrugged, stuffing the phone back into his suit jacket pocket. “For now. You just proved to need the most help. He always had a soft spot for the underdog.” 

The door to the bathroom opened. Loïc held still, and Ace picked his feet up, standing crouched on the toilet. 

It wasn’t the first time he’d been trapped in close quarters with Loïc. While they were competitive, on the rare occasion, they worked together and had been in much more awkward situations.

Now they just had to figure out a way to get rid of Psycho Girl. This might have been one person they needed to humble quickly, but in the meantime, they needed to get away from her.
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(Eva)

I spaced out for a couple of moments, considering my options.

I’d tell Ace that Loïc didn’t seem interested in me, but he might if I knew more about him. Mostly, I wanted to secure what he could actually do for me, that all this effort, the risk of humiliation, was because he could actually do as promised. Get me off the hook in Atlanta. I’d try my best. I’d promised and I didn’t want to fail at keeping my promise. 

I didn’t want to admit that I wanted to get to know this Loïc for myself. The setback had been minor, but the more I thought about him, the more determined I was to get his attention. If he liked women at all, I wanted him to look at me. I wanted his honest opinion. Why, I wasn’t sure. It was to challenge Ace’s attitude about my appearance, an outside perspective to tell me flat out. Vanity. Sheer vanity. It shouldn’t matter. Why did it?

If I couldn’t make it happen to Ace’s advantage, I was ready to offer Ace anything to make things fair. I wanted something I could renegotiate. Let me work part time, helping Soma. Let me find work and then pay him back every penny he would spend on me for defending me.

I sat on the settee, and while spacing out, was joined shortly by two other women. At first, I was so zoned out I hadn’t paid any attention, until one of them next to me started smacking lips, and huffing impatiently. The jarring noises in a posh and respectable place was infiltrating my senses.

The girl was model tall, with long legs in thin, white pants that seemed painted onto her hips. Her halter top was gold sequin barely held together by string, with the V dip in the front low enough that her belly button was playing peekaboo. 

Loads of side boob. No bra. 

She had bleached herself to blonde hair, and her face was a stiff mask of layered highlighter and contoured outlandishly to give herself no nostrils. 

She held her phone up, scrolling through Instagram, mostly selfies of people wear various clothing options and twisting her lips. Occasionally she looked up at the hostess who was talking to other guests.

The hostess seemed to ignore the girl. She even sat people ahead of her and her friend.

Purposefully snubbing. I had seen this before at other places. Either the hostess was making her wait a little longer than necessary, or the hostess was really ticked and making her wait endlessly for a table that would never be ready.

Was it the clothes? They were revealing, but the dining room had probably seen worse. I leaned over, spotting her friend on the edge, looking nervous. She wore a skintight beige dress. The color was horrible, matching too close to her skin tone so that she seemed nude if you weren’t looking directly at her. 

Fashion varied widely wherever one went, so what passed as in vogue in places like California wouldn’t be considered the same in the southern states. I gazed back into the dining room, noting the mostly conservative crowd, although in some cases, the women wore slacks and a more casual blouse. 

Their attire was far more set for a club than this restaurant. 

Outside of that, it was clear the material of what they wore wasn’t fitted well. The glittering gold on the taller girl’s halter was missing in a few spots, and a thread was showing around the shoulder. She’d chosen to wear gold underwear, too. They were visible under her clothes. This wasn’t about fashion; this was about showing off her body as much as possible in public. So why be here? To lure a rich guy? Was that why they were waiting?

Still, none of my business. Where was Ace?

The woman next to me stopped her scrolling at a gaudy rhinestone covered bikini that didn’t give any sort of coverage. She liked it, and then scrolled further down to a picture of a wraparound shirt. She opened it, clicked on it to go to the shop that had it for sale.

I took one look at the store’s name, and I cringed and made a choking noise. I hadn’t meant to. It was a reflex.

She caught me and raised her eyebrows. “Do you know them? Are they pricey?” she asked. Her thick lips seemed cartoony with how colorful they were. Her tone was snarky but curious of my opinion.

“It isn’t the price,” I said, wishing I could bite my tongue but also unable to help myself. I pointed to the site’s logo and then to the information section. “Check their about page.”

She tapped on it and then scrolled down. “Two girls started a shop...” she read and then paused at the looming paragraph. She wrinkled her nose. “Ugh, do I have to read the whole thing?”

“Look,” I said and pointed at the last line. “They drop ship imports out of very poor Asian countries, from unverified factories.”

She brightened. “That means cheap, right?”

I could feel my skin crawl. “If you don’t mind your outfits smelling like fish, tearing into pieces after you first wear them, and the materials made possibly by little children. Their site is fancy but the quality stinks.”

“I don’t like fish,” she said, and smacked her lips and sighed. “So hard to find inexpensive clothes that still look good.”

“A $100 shirt of quality will last longer than a $20 shirt you can only wear once before it falls apart,” I said. “There’s an Etsy shop that has similar stuff to what you’re wearing now. A little more for each piece, but you’ll never find another person wearing it.”

She widened her eyes and held out her phone. “Show me?”

I went to the right shop I had come across before, a small indie designer who took fashion trends off of Instagram and tried to handmake them using recycled materials from thrift shops. Each piece was one of a kind. She often had too skimpy of outfits for me, but I always liked her charisma and her approach to recycling materials so they didn’t go to landfills. I passed the phone back to the girl next to me. “If you tell her what you like...”

Suddenly, her friend in the nude dress sat up sharply. She sucked in a breath and then passed her phone to her friend. “Zoey...”

“Shhh,” Zoey turned to the girl, pursing her lips and brows crunching as she glared at her. “Don’t say my real name. Remember?”

“Sorry. What was it? London?”

“Paris,” Zoey seethed.

Her friend displayed her phone. “You’ll laugh.”

The phone was close enough I could see what was there, and I froze, horrified. My breath caught.

It was my face, expanded in a Facebook post. The photo showed me as pale, but it was one I had shared on Instagram. I’d been sick but on the mend, so I wanted to let people know I’d be back soon. 

There was another picture below it of my ex, one of his best photos showing off his abs after a workout.

There were hundreds of comments, and I didn’t catch any directly, but I did note the laughing and angry emoticons.

“What a freak,” the other girl said. “How could he not tell she was snorting pills?”

Zoey adjusted the strap of her halter, making her boobs shake, and smacked lips and then laughed. “Single now. Maybe we should go back to Atlanta.”

“Emily,” a deep voice said across the room.

I turned, grateful for the thick layer of makeup to possibly hide any blushing. I needed to get out of here.

It really had gotten out of control. People had no idea...I was the one snorting? What in the world lies had been spread? But of course, it was the internet. Lies spread like wildfire and no one cared. It was just boredom and avoiding reality seeping in—get the drama then move on to the next. They’d forget about it in a week.

Only, it was happening to me. Now.

I stood, ready to get out of here with Ace, ready to leave when I spotted Loïc’s dinner companion. He was taller than I imagined, but it was the way his lightweight, black polyester turtleneck defined the muscles in his chest and stomach that made him seem intimidating. The intensity in his eyes captured my attention—aware, on the verge of being angry, but not quite.

He approached me with his hand out, a warm smile spread across his lip, as casual as could be as if approaching a friend he knew very well. His brown eyes lit up as he approached. “Emily, so good to see you. I didn’t expect to run into you.” His Southern was thick. Alabama? Mixed with a bit of Charleston accent. It was hard to determine. He spoke low and at some of the harsher constantans, his voice got husky.

I blinked, holding out a hand awkwardly for him to take into his out of politeness. “A pleasure,” I said, although I questioned him with a raised eyebrow. I didn’t want to cause a scene in front of the girls and draw any more attention to myself, and I didn’t know what to do.

As soon as he had my hand, he drew me close until he could hug me around my shoulders.

I stiffened, and not because it was a too friendly move from a stranger, but because he was Loïc’s dinner guest. What was he doing here with me? Where was Loïc?

His breath was warm near my face as he whispered. “Ace needed me to take you outside. Quietly.”

Ace.

Something was happening? Was he doing what he wanted for Loïc? Ace hadn’t said Loïc was dangerous, but had indicated he could be tricky. 

What was going on? Maybe he knew I wasn’t enough of a distraction. 

Or maybe this was a trick. Still, with the two girls behind me showing off pictures of my face, I needed to get out of here. 

He backed up and kept his genuine smile, but the intensity in his eyes was there. He was aware, and serious, and he didn’t want me to say no. “Why don’t we go for a walk? We can catch up.”

I nodded, eager to get going. If I were to cause a scene with a line of questioning from Zoey and her friend, it would no doubt draw attention. I readied myself, listening out for Ace in case he returned and challenged this. I’d have to explain later if this was a Loïc trick. Desperate times...

We were just stepping outside, after all. 

He held me by the elbow, encouraging me to walk with him. He spoke about the weather as we passed people. I followed him through the inn’s main lobby, noting a handful of other guests and employees, but no Loïc or Ace in sight. No one seemed interested in us.

He guided me to a different door than where I’d entered earlier. He released my arm so he could open the door.

I plastered my smile to my face and he walked beside me. The front porch split into two stairs and connected to the front sidewalk. I followed him down until we were standing by the street.

“Don’t say anything yet,” he said in a low voice, and he kept his own smile beaming. “And please don’t run off.”

“Why should I run?” I asked. “I thought Ace sent you to me.”

“Seems everything has gone balls up. Your date is going to have to find his own way out of his own mess. Those girls you were talking to...”

I sucked in a breath, holding it for a minute. My heart beat increased, my breath quickening. The girls. They seemed brash. The hostess didn’t like them. They said they had been in Atlanta, didn’t they? Back to Atlanta was what they said? “They’re the vloggers? The ones that showed up in his hotel room?”

The man nodded and lost his smile when we seemed to be out of range. “I’m not even hired yet, and this is some messed up...” He stopped and then glanced across the street. “I’m supposed to take you for a ride, but if you’re uncomfortable...And honestly, I’m uncomfortable. I don’t like not knowing everything going on.”

I agreed with him, but I considered the situation I was in. I needed to get away before there was a scene with vloggers who knew of the real Eva and could figure out who I was. Especially if I was connected to Ace at all at this point “What’s your name?” I asked. 

He pressed his palms together in front of himself, and did a gentle bow of his head. “Oliver.”

I was silent for a moment, studying his broad stance. This could be some sort of mistake to go with him, but I was in the middle of a city without a cell phone and had no idea which direction I should go. I couldn’t go back inside. Standing in the street didn’t seem like a good idea either.

“Can we agree this is really weird?”

He frowned. “I’ve had plenty of weird in the last couple of weeks.”

I spread my arms out, and then opened the small black pocketbook I carried. “You can search me, but I’ve nothing but lipstick and cash. And I don’t think I could take you in a fist fight.”

He chuckled and his shoulders relaxed. “No, I don’t think you could.”

I sensed he was more hesitant than myself. I needed to show I was willing to behave. “Leave the door unlocked and drive slowly,” I said. “If I get uncomfortable, I’ll have you stop. If you get any more uncomfortable than you are now, stop and allow me to get out. Just make some circles around tourist spots. We’ll stay in public. Can’t be too much trouble if we do that, right?”

Oliver nodded in the affirmative and motioned for me to follow. We dashed across the street until he stopped at a dark SUV parked under a broken streetlight.

He took out his keys, smashed his thumb against the key fob until the headlights blinked at us. “Get in.”

I could only hope I wasn’t getting in with someone more dangerous than the vloggers. I hurried around and climbed in. He jammed the key into the ignition and within moments, we were rolling away from the Wentworth Mansion.

My heart beat so wildly it was shaking me. I put my seatbelt on and pressed my body to the back of the seat, wanting some stability. I did this until it was stinging my burned skin. 

Oliver started out going down a few avenues, and then we wound up in an area with warehouses, and soon reached a dead end.

“Sorry,” he said. He pulled his cell phone out, pushing a few buttons to bring up a map. He studied it a moment. “I don’t know this town. You don’t know where to go, do you?”

I shook my head, glancing up and down the street. “I’m not from here. I know I saw tourists, but I can’t remember which direction.”

“They seemed to be all over.” Oliver passed the phone to me. “See the beige block of buildings not too far from the water there? That’s probably it. Help me get us there.”

I held his phone in my hands, and over time—after only going down the wrong way once on a one-way alley—we managed to find the start of Market Street, and then were forced to slow because of tourists. There was a large, brick open-air building in the center of the road and everything was lit up with bright streetlights. The shops in the building seemed to be packing up for the night, but the area was still heavily crowded where there were bars and restaurants. 

He made one pass, but once we got to the end, he turned around. The road wasn’t long and we’d be driving in circles, a little too noticeable if we did it for long. “If you can find a place to park,” I said, “we don’t have to keep driving.”

“We just need to stick together and take off if we see any trouble.” 

He crawled through the street, going up one way and down the other until he found a parking lot where a man stood by, asking for money to park there. Oliver pulled in, handed the man some cash, and then parked in a spot in the back between two large trucks.

My mind buzzed with a thousand questions. It didn’t seem far enough still. Those girls...I was so stupid just talking to random people. Even if they hadn’t been the vloggers, anyone could have looked a little closer at me and recognized my face. 

“What’s going to happen to Ace?” I asked. 

“I don’t know,” Oliver said, and he turned the engine off and unbuckled. He turned to me, the intensity in his eyes returning, and a curious twitch of his mouth appeared. “Frankly, I don’t like any of it. I was told there would be some weird stuff sometimes. I don’t like this secrecy.”

“Thank you,” I said quietly, “for getting me out so...discreetly. I wish I could give you a straight answer. I honestly don’t know what’s going on with Loïc and Ace. I just met Ace yesterday.”

A thick dark eyebrow rose. “I’ve been interviewing for months. I heard working with Courteau wasn’t like normal jobs. The pay was sky-high. Maybe a little too good. I should have known it probably meant something weird.”

“Were you interviewing as an assistant?”

“Security, I think. Although he seems to mix the two.” He shook his head. “You only met Ace yesterday?”

I nodded, and then paused, unsure I should continue. We both seemed wrapped up in something neither of us understood. Was he being honest, or was this a Loïc trick, too? And was talking about this breaking some sort of trust with Ace? He never told me any such thing, and I had little to hide...except for who I really was.

Oliver bit his lower lip, eyeballing me. He then checked the mirrors and around us. “Look, Courteau was pretty clear. He wanted me to drive you around a bit, told me not to hurt you...which I wouldn’t but he was specific. He also said not to ask you questions about you. And that if I said Ace, you’d believe me.”

The concern that Loïc had for my safety surprised me. “I don’t know him,” I said. “Does he know about me? I was told this was the first time I’d be seeing him. When I passed by him once on the way to the restroom, he never even looked at me.”

He twisted in the seat, arm going up until his palm was pressing to my seat’s headrest. With the way he held it, it broadened his bicep. “Well isn’t that funny? Earlier today, he told me his buddy, Ace, had a new girlfriend and he wanted to learn everything he could about you.”

I sat up quickly, an eyebrow raised. “Ace told me Loïc was some sort of rival.”

Oliver pressed his lips together, making an O shape. “Naw, Courteau told me Ace was a friend. His friend had a stalker. We had to look out for him as a favor. We found out about you. We didn’t know if you were sent by stalker girl, Zoey and her friend. Or even if you were some sort of gold digger. Or something else. We didn’t know yet.”

“I didn’t know Ace existed until yesterday, and he had me pretend to be his date tonight. Could Loïc be lying about this friendship?”

“They could both be, which is really asinine since Courteau insisted on lies being unacceptable for the job, and if he learned I had at any time, he’d fire me.”

We fell silent, staring at each other. The uneasy feeling that had followed me around since meeting Ace now settled firmly. There was also the way Loïc snubbed me completely, but he knew who I was already? In a way, that felt like a lie, too. This also wasn’t some preemptive strike like what Ace suggested. They knew I existed, so it was just like...getting to know each other in public?

“Look,” he said after a few minutes. “We’re getting jerked around here. I have to stay, though. Courteau...knows a few things about me and I have to be sure it doesn’t go too far. But if you need to go, I recommend it.”

The revelation had me studying him closer. His intense gaze was full of caution, wary. It didn’t surprise me when he had said security. He seemed protective and remarkably calm when dealing with the possibly explosive situation before. He was also careful around me, wary to let a woman into his private car. 

Ever since I met Ace, I was hiding from the truth. Yes, I left Atlanta after the police raided my home, but my motive wasn’t to deceive anyone. Ace made me think I could correct the errors and still hide from the nastiness that was unraveling on the internet, but his plan was to distract Loïc, a person I didn’t know. 

I had agreed to it, but under duress. Would I have ever agreed to this without knowing everything? It seemed to be the same thing Oliver was debating. Should we be getting involved with people we didn’t know?

I examined Oliver, debating on telling him everything. I needed someone on the outside who could give me a second opinion. His admittance to being stuck because Loïc held something over him jerked the truth from my lips. 

“I can’t run either,” I said. “Ace knows things about me but he had promised to fix it. It’s the only reason I was playing along. I don’t like it but I felt I had no choice. Well, I did, but it seemed like a good solution at the time.”

Oliver frowned. He removed his hand from the headrest and looked forward to the brick wall of the building we were parking next to. “I’m not really supposed to ask about you.”

“You aren’t asking. I’m volunteering the information,” I said. “I don’t know what I’m getting mixed up in, but tell me if I’m crazy.”

So I told him. He listened, keeping an eye on our surroundings, occasionally meeting my gaze. I told him about my mistake running away from Atlanta after I heard the news, getting lost on a farm road, Ace picking me up, and everything that had happened since. 

When I was finished, Oliver’s mouth slackened and he scratched along his broad jawline. “That’s some story.”

“I’m not lying,” I said. “I can actually prove it. I was willing to go back before Ace told me what he wanted and promised to help me. I want to know if I’m getting in over my head, and if I’m just making things worse for myself. And if Ace is good to his word or he can’t really help...and that we’re not just in the middle of some frat boy prank game we don’t understand.”

His held the steering wheel, twisting his hands over it. “My last employer was involved in things I don’t even want to repeat now, asking me to do things for her I didn’t want. When I refused, she set me up. I’m innocent, but it was basically my word against fake evidence she had created.”

“And Loïc knew?” I asked.

“He was the one that got me out from under her. I was grateful, and when I told him I needed a new job, he made me an offer.”

“Very generous of him. How did you meet him?”

“He was in the middle of it. She was asking me to do something against him...at the time, someone I had never met before.”

I was trying to follow, but his cagey description of what happened made it difficult. “How bad could it be?”

His upper lip twitched and then he broke with a sigh. “I didn’t want to scare you, but she tried to say I attacked her. She had pictures of herself covered in bruises.” He turned to me, stabbing the steering wheel with a fingertip to make his point. “But I’ve never touched her. She hired me for security, so I was around at times when she was alone, but...I’d never touched a woman who didn’t want me to.”

“What did you do that made her so mad to want to suggest something like that?”

“She wanted me to get back at something Courteau did to her. Wanted me to go to his house and plant something. I didn’t know him at the time, and I refused. I knew if I did, it would be a lot more trouble. That kind of thing follows you forever.”

“Did Loïc...did he hurt her? Is that where the bruises came from?”

“I don’t think so. I was with her for a while. Courteau never even talked to her. I got the feeling the bruises were from some of her...more exotic sexual exploitations.”

It didn’t make sense to target someone you didn’t know, but it had to be bad enough to blackmail your security agent. I sat back, gazing out the car window. “How did you get away?”

“When she threatened me, I went to Courteau. I don’t know why. I thought just telling him would somehow help me save my own skin. At that point, I didn’t care. I took the chance over getting involved and ending up in jail. Only, he said he could fix it and asked if I wanted to work with him.” He rolled his head back against the headrest. “And I thought I was done with weird situations like that. Here I am in a car with a woman I don’t know. No offense, but after...just...I’m not sure I want this job right now.”

We’d been in the car a while. People were heading back to their cars and leaving, or arriving to take up space. The car was also getting stuffy with our breathing and the air turned off. 

“Maybe we should get out of the car,” I said. “Let’s take a walk, within view of people but out of hearing range.”

“Good idea.”

I hopped out of the SUV and met him at the curb. There was a long stretch of Market Street that was crowded with people heading into restaurants and bars for the night. On the other end was a concrete park with a splash pad fountain. 

I walked beside Oliver as we headed toward the park, wondering if I felt intimidated next to his broad stature and his intense gaze. However, he had every opportunity to say or do something in the vehicle. He could have driven me anywhere. He had done exactly what he said he would. 

Seemed he was more terrified of me. After the experience he’d shared, I didn’t blame him. Being alone with a woman meant he was vulnerable to lies. 

There were several concrete pillars about thigh high surrounding the central fountain, and I realized when we got close that they sprayed water around. We started a slow walk around it.

I breathed in the cool air coming from the harbor nearby. Stars were sparkling overhead, brighter when we were out from streetlights and the main tourist strip. “I heard nice things about Charleston before I decided to come here,” I said. “And it is really pretty.”

“Beauty can be deceptive.”

I looked at him, but he stared at the ground as he walked. 

“Did you...like her? Your last employer?”

“At first. Until she turned on me when I wouldn’t do something illegal. I should have known though.”

“I hope you won’t let what she did make you bitter.”

He stopped walking and looked up at me. His dark eyes met mine, and his face was shadowed. “I’ve seen a lot of things in my line of work, but I made assumptions about her because she was pretty. I won’t make the same mistake.”

“That’s what I said after I learned what my ex had done.”

He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his dark suit pants, making his shoulders and chest stretch the material of his turtleneck sweater. His lower lip twisted to the side as he gazed at me. “You don’t have to stay, you know.”

“Ace promised he could help me. Do you think he was telling the truth?”

“I don’t know what to believe, but they’ve got enough money to pay off the right people. So possibly, yes. Will he? I don’t know. I don’t know him.” He shifted his weight on his feet. “I think I believe you. Your story. If you go, the worst that would happen is you’d spend a couple of months in jail. That’s the absolute worst possibility if they don’t believe you’re innocent. You were scared. And a couple of months is a drop in the bucket.”

“I don’t want to go to jail.”

“There’s a chance you wouldn’t. If you can convince a judge you were naïve thinking if you weren’t involved, you were just avoiding the drama, and show them the craziness happening to you online, it seems believable. You could show them the comments.”

I sighed. I didn’t want to do any of that. It made me angry that I had to defend my honor to a court system when I was innocent. It was worse when I considered doing so would only agitate the hate mob on the internet more. Bad things happening to good people just made me upset, and now it was happening to me. “How long would it be before a trial would come around for something like this?”

“Depends on how backed up the court system is in that town, although the bigger the city, the longer the wait. A few months. Maybe a year.”

“And I’d have to stay in Atlanta until then. I wouldn’t want to stay in my old apartment or I might have my own vloggers or news people chasing me around.”

“Any friends to stay with?” he asked.

“No. I don’t know how I’d be able to get another job during all of that either.” The more I talked about it, the more panicked I got. The entire idea of it seemed crazy to me. To go back to face people, to try to get by, find a new place to live and hope no one followed me. 

The wind picked up from the ocean nearby. He took a step toward me, until our toes were aligned. He tilted his head down to look at my face. His broad stature protected me from the worst of it the breeze blowing into my face. 

“Nothing is ever so simple, is it?” he said.

I studied him, his broad nose and the way his eyes seemed to pick up every little detail about me. He was no one to me an hour ago, and here I was spilling my guts to him.

I folded my arms around my stomach, holding tightly to myself. The stress of the day, the pain of the sunburn, and my agitation with Ace was getting to me. The cuts of wind that managed to get around Oliver seemed to bite into my face, at my eyes. I blinked rapidly, but the well of emotion in my chest was overflowing. “My life used to be simple.” I heaved a sigh, and when I inhaled, my lips trembled.

Oliver clicked the roof of his mouth with his tongue. “Don’t do that,” he said.

I shook my head, pressing my lips together, unable to help my eyes tearing further. It had been a long day. I was alone. I was lost and out of my element. Who could I really trust? 

Why me?

He sighed and then reached out to me carefully. He took me gently by the elbow, drawing me in.

My head nestled easily against his shoulder, and I pressed my eyes to his body as if I could block tears from escaping. 

Oliver kept a hand at the back of my head, rubbing his fingers at my scalp. His other hand held firmly at the middle of my back. Oddly, the sensation was soothing, when I’d expected it to sting. For the moment, it wasn’t bad and I gave in to the comforting touch.

After a few moments, he spoke. “Maybe you need Ace. You need him like I need Loïc right now. We could both be wrong about them. They have to protect themselves as much as we do. Nothing is ever black and white. I don’t blame you for thinking you should stay. Getting out from under those lies is as good a reason as any. We’re both looking for a clean slate. Seems they can help.”

“Do you think that’s why they targeted us?” I asked, the edge of my lips tracing the material of his sweater. “They use people who have a bit of a shady past so they can get what they want?”

“That’s the thing, I’m not sure what the point of any of this is,” he said. He smoothed his hands over me until he was holding me by my biceps and he could look at my face. “And I’m too curious for my own good, I think. I want to find out. Plus, the benefits are phenomenal.” He looked down at my dress and then back up at my face. “I think you’re doing pretty good for a wanted girl on the run. A nice night out in a pretty dress with a wealthy boyfriend.”

“I can’t tell if this is worth it. I think I’ve had three heart attacks just this evening.”

“Is it better than eating jail food in Atlanta?”

I shrugged. I couldn’t disagree with him. “Maybe we should...I don’t know...stick together a little?”

He laughed, rich and deep and shook his head. He smoothed his palms over my outer arms, tingling the sunburn a little but he was gentle enough that it didn’t hurt. “Team up? To do what?”

“Maybe we can make sure our names get cleared. Once we’re free, we don’t have to stay unless we want to, right?”

He nodded slowly. “You want me to check up on you? I may be able to make a few phone calls and see what the police really want. See if Ace is actually doing anything to make it better.”

“Can you do that?”

“It’s only a phone call.”

Hope finally lifted a smile out of me. “And I could make a few phone calls, maybe? I don’t know how I can help you.”

He smirked. “Have a cell phone?”

I started to nod absently when I stopped and shook my head. “No. After I left, the battery died and I don’t want to turn it back on. I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t. Can’t the police trace it somehow?”

“You’re right.” He pulled out a cell phone from his pocket, a small one, a model I hadn’t seen before. “This is a burner,” he said. He pushed a few buttons on it and then after a moment, he passed it to me. “I paid with cash, and it can’t really be traced back to anyone. You really shouldn’t be without a phone. Anyone you need to call in Atlanta, I recommend a pay phone, but around here, you should probably always have a phone. And never use any house phone in Ace’s house for anything. Got it?”

I took the phone from him, our hands brushing against each other as he passed it to me.

The touch caused me to look up.

Our eyes locked, and the intensity in his face softened to something with more concern.

“I don’t know what will happen now,” he said. “But once I send my number, call me any time. If you want out, don’t worry about them. I’ll come get you. I’ll drive you to Atlanta myself if you need. I can even help you find a place to stay until a trial. I wouldn’t mind getting to see Atlanta.”

Maybe it was an offer I should have taken him up on.

Except, like him, I was curious, too, and hopeful that Ace, despite the strangeness, could clear my name. There was no way he could have kept my identity a secret forever, and revealing he had been housing me would get him into trouble with the law as well. 

So what was the truth about Ace and Loïc?

There had to be an answer. I wanted to figure it out.
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(Ace)

Ace and Loïc were stuck in the bathroom through several patrons coming in to use the facilities. Forced to remain silent in the stall, Ace’s legs ached from squatting for so long over the toilet. 

Loïc rolled his eyes repeatedly every time someone came in, clearly annoyed by the delay as two men leaving the same stall would have appeared awkward. It might cause a scene with the wrong person, drawing attention to them.

They’d waited for Evelyn to escape initially. 

The only problem now was what to do with the two idiots waiting to pounce. There was no way to know if they were in the dining room by now. 

Once the bathroom quieted after the last person left, Loïc burst out of the stall. He touched up his tie, combing fingers through his hair. “Right,” he said. “I’ll take care of the girls. You escape out the back.”

“You’re kidding,” Ace said. “That’s your plan?”

“You can pay me back later.”

His overly calm demeanor was starting to get to Ace. “You started this. Why should I owe you?”

“I didn’t lock her in a bathroom naked and humiliate her. That started her on this rampage. Do you think twenty thousand should make them back off?”

“She said she’s not interested in your money. And weren’t you wanting to make her humble? Isn’t that why you put her on my trail in the first place?”

“Everyone has a price.” Loïc turned to the door. “We’re a bit busy right now. I’ll admit to my bad timing. A few dollars should get Zoey distracted until we can deal with her properly. But just in case, you should find a back way out.”

Great. 

They exited the bathroom at the same time. Loïc headed back toward the dining room and disappeared beyond the door that was the waiting area. Ace turned to the right, following the hallway toward the sound of clanging metal and scraping ceramic.

He turned the corner and almost ended up with a face full of salad in the hands of the waiter. 

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Ace said. “Look, my date left already, but my ex-girlfriend just sat down with her new boyfriend, and I...well...is there a rear exit?”

The waiter flashed a knowing smile. “Cut through the kitchen. The back door says there’s an alarm if opened, but it doesn’t work.”

Ace shared the same story with another waiter still in the kitchen along his way, and then crashed through the door and found himself outside under a glowing yellow light. He circled the building until he met the sidewalk and started down the road on foot. 

He walked a half a block down a quiet street, taking him out of view of the mansion. He fished his phone out with the idea to text Soma to pick him up when a call came through. 

“You busy, amigo?” Diego asked.

Ace scanned the street, noting the house he was standing in front of, front porch light off, the windows dim. The rest of the street had similar downtown homes, varying from sleepy to TVs glowing behind drawn shades. No one of note. He seemed safe for the moment. “Not really,” he said.

“Eva’s boyfriend keeps changing his story, but he’s throwing the blame all on Eva. I don’t think Atlanta PD really believes him, but his attorney is eager to point out it was Eva’s clothing and the children of Eva’s clients.”

“No way to get him to tell the truth?”

“I don’t see Eva getting away with not coming down here to at least to state her side of the story.”

Ace sighed and rolled his head back. He knew that was the last thing she’d want to do. “She shows up, she’ll be forced to stay in town until a trial.”

“What if she does? Give her up, Ace. This is more trouble than she’s worth.”

Ace smirked. “She may be worth more. Do you think the boyfriend is bribable?”

“I know you’re not asking me that.”

“Right, pretend I didn’t say anything.”

Ace hung up and held on to his phone, debating the next step. The vloggers were in town, looking for him. Eva was in town, trying to stay under the radar.

The only reason Eva needed to stay out of view, and the only reason for Ace to avoid the vloggers, was her situation in Atlanta. Resolve it, and the vloggers couldn’t do much damage. They couldn’t ruin her reputation any more, and Ace didn’t care. They were just annoying. The only threat was the police learning Eva was here early enough that they’d come get her before he could resolve things for her.

There had to be a way. Something was missing. Diego could only do so much and stay on the right side of the law. Some things Ace could get away with more than he could.

Ace backtracked to the mansion on the corner, found Loïc’s plain black Tesla parked nearby. He opened his cell phone and accessed Loïc’s cell phone to borrow the right app. He entered Loïc’s password, tapped Unlock and then Start Engine.

The Tesla came to life, the lights turning on and the engine quiet but just noticeable. 

Ace got in, and pulled onto the road. He set the car’s destination and let it pick the path. He buckled in and then called Soma on his way toward I-26.

Soma answered on the first ring. “I’m outside.”

“Good. Wait for Loïc. He’s going to need a ride home.”

Pause. “Why?”

“The two vloggers showed up at the restaurant. I had to get out of there. By the way, I’m on the way to Atlanta. I borrowed his Tesla.”

Soma groaned. “You know he hates it when you do that.”

“I’ll bring it back tomorrow morning.”

“Where’s Eva?”

“She got a ride with his new security guy. He’ll take her home when Loïc’s sure those other girls are paid off and gone. When she shows up, keep her there. Report anything weird back to me, but you may want to keep in touch with Loïc if there’s an emergency.”

“She’ll ask questions.”

“Answer her. Just don’t tell her about me going to Atlanta. I don’t want her disappointed if I can’t do anything about this.”

“Really? You want her to know everything?”

“I don’t want Loïc to be the one to tell her.” Ace merged into traffic heading out of downtown. “And don’t leave her. I don’t want her to run off after. I don’t care if you have to sleep in the same room. Don’t let her run off and do something idiotic like turn herself in. Sounds like it’s a nightmare out there. And whatever you do, keep those vloggers away. Take her to New York if you have to.”

“Should I tell her about what’s going on in Atlanta? Is it bad?”

“Don’t scare her unless you have to in order to get her to stay put.” 

He hung up, tossing his cell phone into the passenger seat. He settled back, gazing out the windshield, readying himself for a confrontation with Atlanta PD. He considered his options for a lawyer to figure out who had inside information that could lead to Eva being excused from a trial.

It was sounding like what he thought would be simple to resolve wasn’t going to be. Not unless he could talk to this guy or find some evidence to send to the police that would lock down her ex for what happened. Even then, she may need to show up for a trial, but it’d be a year from now. If she could be free until then... 

He just hoped this would be handled quietly.
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(Eva)

It didn’t take long for Loïc to get back into contact. He sent a text to Oliver’s phone that he was to drop me off at Ace’s house. Nothing further.

We headed back to the car, and we were quickly on our way.

“Ignore anything you get on that phone from this point,” he said. “I’ll let Loïc know I got a new number tomorrow.”

“How did you know you’d need this?” I asked. “A burner phone?”

“After my last employer, I learned I needed to do it with everyone.” He smirked. “Trust no one.”

“You’re trusting me with this.”

His thick lips smirked and the SUV pulled up to the curb of Ace’s home. He turned to me and the smile returned. “You didn’t know me for more than an hour before you were spilling your guts about something I could have turned you in for, and since I work in security, I should.”

I froze, realizing I hadn’t considered that. “Oh.”

He snapped his fingers, and pointed in my direction. “You see? That tells me you were telling the truth. And anyone willing to spill their guts like that, maybe I trust her a little more.”

“You can trust me.”

“I’m betting on it. Risking myself here. Don’t disappoint, okay?”

I left him on that note.

On the short walk from the SUV to the front door, I slowed my pace, considering my options.

Oliver could have been right. I could have run off, escaped back to the mess I left behind in Atlanta. I didn’t have to let anyone hold anything over my head.

But no one was. No one was making me stay. Ace wasn’t keeping me hostage. He was making an offer.

I heard about the games wealthy people play with each other. One always hears rumors about conspiracies and betrayals, of slander and scams among the elite. Most go on quietly behind closed doors, but some secrets escape, whispered among anyone interested in gossip. They are all too happy to share stories, whether real or not.

They never know the whole truth of course. They only ever catch pieces.

If my ex had never gotten caught, if I had succeeded in having even a portion of what Ace or Loïc has, would I have become what they are? Bored and looking for things to do and taking in strangers off the side of the road?

And what were they, exactly? Ace and Loïc were trying to close their doors on a secret they didn’t want exposed. I wanted to know the truth.

Oliver didn’t drive off until the door started to open at Ace’s. I’d considered returning to him just to ask him to take me to Atlanta. I wasn’t sure Ace would tell me the truth. He avoided it so far. I didn’t blame him. He probably wanted to be careful.

I held onto his phone, tucking it in the waistband of my underwear to keep it hidden. If I wasn’t happy with Ace’s responses to my questions about tonight, I intended to use it.

Soma greeted me shortly after I rang the bell. He didn’t seem surprised to see me, and looked behind me to acknowledge the SUV driving away from the house. “Are you okay?” he asked, concern heavy on his face.

I blinked rapidly, unable to mask my concern and unhappiness. “Where’s Ace?”

Soma scanned me head to toe and frowned. “He’s fine. What happened?” He backed up, holding the door wide open. 

I stepped inside so he could close the door. I scanned the hallway. “Is he here?”

“He hasn’t come back.”

“You didn’t pick him up?”

“He had me get back here. I was supposed to wait for you and be ready in case those vloggers showed up here.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are they going to?”

He shook his head. “No. Not that I know of. But it was a precaution. I think that’s what he’s doing, distracting them to get them away from us.”

I sighed. Whatever I thought I was going to ask Ace, it was going to have to wait. I waddled on one foot, slipping my heel off and then took off the other.

Soma reached for them, collecting my shoes and the handbag. He carried them all in one hand and then offered me an arm. “It’s been a long day. I’ll start a bath if you like.”

“I’ll need a shower, I think,” I said. “I’ll need to get this makeup off.”

Soma walked beside me, his palm at the small of my back the entire time. I dismissed it at first. I imagined I looked tired and he was ready to catch me if I stumbled.

His lips twitched more often, like he wanted to say something but didn’t know how.

I noticed it again once we were in the guest room’s bathroom when he started the shower water while I waited.

“What is it?” I asked. 

The side of his mouth split, an attempt at a grin but conflicted. “My job is to make you happy. You torture me with that bloody frowning lip.”

My eyes darted around the bathroom, to the tub and then the mirror. “It has been a long day.”

“You’re angry.”

“I don’t know what I am.” I motioned to my face. “I’m Emily, someone else I don’t know. And Ace is someone I don’t know doing things I don’t understand.”

Soma turned away from the shower, leaving it running. He came to me, standing in front of me with a sorrowful look. “I want to hear about what happened inside the restaurant. And then I’ll tell you what you want to know. But you should know, you’re not in any danger.”

“I’m not worried about you physically hurting me.”

Soma’s face hardened, his eyes darkening. “Not physical or anything else. If there was any secrecy, it was to protect you, not to harm you.” He motioned to the shower. “Let me leave you to this. I’ll be back shortly with something to cheer you up. Ask me anything. I’ll happily answer.”

After Soma walked out, closing the bathroom door, I considered his offer. How much did he really know? Would he be honest with everything I asked?

I undressed and stepped into shower, feeling the sting on my sensitive skin. All I could do was wash away the makeup and figure out the next step.

I didn’t know what to do with Oliver’s cell phone for now, but when I was done in the shower, I stashed it with the other linen in the bathroom closet, underneath a pile of blankets. There was nothing to do with it until Oliver got in touch to let me know he got a new phone. 

After I lathered up with a layer of aloe, I put on a robe and opened the door to the bedroom.

Soma sat at the foot of the bed, elbows at his knees, bent over his cell phone. He turned his phone off and sat up. On the nightstand was a tray with a collection of what looked like twenty different types of ice cream in a set of small dishes, along with a plate of cookies.

My anger had subsided a little in the shower. I knew neither Ace nor Soma had to do anything for me. Ace could have dropped me off at a random gas station, and I would have been forever grateful for the ride and would have never been in the middle of this. They could have called the police at any time once they’d found the truth about me. I was risking nothing by helping them at this point, while they had every right not to have believed a word I said about being innocent. It wasn’t like I had proof. Here I was asking for proof of them and I was invading their lives. 

“Do you want to do this here or go to the living room?” he asked.

I answered him by crawling onto the bed and settling near the pillows. He joined me, taking off his shoes and sitting cross-legged in front of me, putting the tray between us.

Because I didn’t have anything else to wear, I sat cross-legged but I used a pillow in front of my body to block the view in case the robe slipped open. “I really need to get some new clothing.”

“You have an appointment tomorrow, remember?” He motioned to the tray. “I’m fond of the pistachio myself, but I wasn’t sure what your favorite might be.”

Amusement lit me up inside. How was he so thoughtful? Each dish had little more than a few bites of each flavor, making it possible to try a little bit of each. “Shall we share?”

“Good idea.”

I dug my spoon into a chocolate marshmallow dish, and ate a bite. I didn’t realize I was hungry until the cream melted and settled into my empty stomach. I hadn’t eaten much all day. At dinner I had picked at my food. The ice cream was better than I’d had in a long time. I licked my lips and then the spoon. 

Soma started with the strawberry. A tiny bit stuck to his upper lip. “So tell me what happened. Why were you so angry when you got back?”

I reached out to him, wiping at his face with my fingers to clear away the cream. 

I paused when my finger brushed by his lips, a move I hadn’t planned, but once I realized it, I radiated a blush. 

Soma said nothing, looking at me with an arched brow and the tiniest start of a smile at the corner of his lips.

I needed to be transparent if I was going to ask the same. I wanted to know who he worked for, and why I was here.

So, I sat back and told him.

We continued to eat different ice creams and I had a couple of cookies. When the sugar was getting to be too much for my stomach, I sat back, watching him finish the rest. I left the pistachio alone, since he said he liked it, and he ate it.

I skimmed over what Oliver and I had discussed—what I told him and what he told me about himself—mostly because I felt it wasn’t my place to talk about what happened to him.

“So I don’t understand why Ace lied to me,” I said.

Soma cocked an eyebrow. “What makes you think he did?”

“He said they were rivals. Oliver says Loïc said they are friends.”

He shrugged. “Their relationship is rather bizarre, but you’re asking for two different opinions of what one man feels about the other. They can both be true.”

“What?”

He smiled. “Loïc is much fonder of Ace than Ace is of Loïc. Ace finds him annoying, but he also wouldn’t let Loïc get into any serious trouble.”

“So they’re frenimes?” 

He tilted his head back, laughing. “I never thought of it that way. I think it is more Loïc doesn’t hold a grudge, and Ace sees Loïc as an opponent. But even opponents can respect one another.”

I scooped up the pillow, hugging it to my body. “Did he really believe I could distract Loïc?”

“Apparently, it worked if Loïc had his new bodyguard sent off to protect you. He has an interest of some sort in you.” He moved to the edge of the bed, putting the tray of ice creams aside on the table. “Just not the way Ace thought it would work. You never can know everything your opponent knows, or what he might do. You have to make a move and see the result.”

I hadn’t thought about it, maybe because we were in a rush, but it was Loïc that talked Oliver into coming after me. What Oliver said, from what I remembered, it sounded like Loïc was just as concerned for my safety. So why the snub at the restaurant? I pressed my cheek to the edge of the pillow, brushing the softness against my cheek. I stretched my legs straight out. “Can you think of why Loïc walked right past me at the restaurant? He acted like he had no idea who I was.”

Soma stretched out an arm, crossing over my calves. He placed a palm over my knee. “I can’t read his mind, but I’m going to guess he was trying to not let on that he knew anything about you. Or to test you out, perhaps. If there’s anything with Loïc, he’s usually pretty upfront and honest. I’m sure he was scoping you out as much as you were him.”

I chewed on my lower lip, my brain getting foggy as I was more tired now. 

Soma smiled at me and then patted my knee. “Scoot over? And lie down.”

“I still want to know more.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

I crawled under the blanket with the robe on. Soma dimmed the light to its lowest setting, and stretched out on the bed beside me, on top of the covers. He propped his head up with his hand and gazed over at me.

“Can Ace really help me?” I asked.

Soma breathed in deeply and let out a long sigh. “I think if it is possible, he’ll do everything he can to help. I don’t want to promise everything will magically go away. Some things are just out of his control.”

What could I expect? It would be a miracle if he could help at all, but I wanted to give him a chance. “Soma?”

“Yeah?”

“Earlier today, I took my own house tour. I didn’t mean to be nosy. I couldn’t help but notice a score you kept in your notes. Was that Ace and Loïc?”

He nodded and dropped his head to the pillow. He turned over on his back and crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s why he wanted you to distract Loïc. He’s behind in their little game.”

“What game?”

His lips twitch, and he formed a few syllables but he would stop short each time. Finally, he pressed a palm to his forehead and glanced over at me. “You know what? I find it hard to describe. But I can show you.”

“How?”

“Tomorrow. When we go to get you some clothes. We’ll play the game ourselves.”

“What’s the goal? What are the rules?”

“They vary, but don’t worry. I’ll show you.” He rolled over onto his side and looked over me, his palm pressed over his heart. “We are who we are, Eva. I promise. Remember, truth is usually someone’s honest opinion, and people see things very differently sometimes. It doesn’t make Ace or Loïc a liar. Just different people with different viewpoints.”

“That’s very poetic of you.”

“I won’t take credit. I’m sure I read it somewhere.”

I rolled onto my back, fighting the sudden impulse to sleep, fumbling with further questions.

I fell asleep before I could think of the next one to ask.
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When I woke up, the pair of jeans and T-shirt Soma had shown me last night were spread out on the small bench at the foot of the bed. On the nightstand sat a small plate with chocolate croissants, a bowl of fruit salad, and a carafe of apple juice.

I reached out to the spot next to me, where the dent in the pillow indicated Soma had stayed all night. There was an additional blanket at the foot of the bed. He must have gotten one for himself. 

The phone.

I sat up, startled, and dashed haphazardly to the bathroom.

The phone was still there, nested between blankets. 

I let out a long breath. Even holding the phone felt weird. I wanted to tell Soma about it and what it meant. 

I hated adding one more secret with him. Somehow, it felt wrong. 

The phone had one message, an information card that automatically inserted Oliver’s new phone number and his name to the contacts. I relaxed again on the bed, helping myself to a bit of the food so it wouldn’t go to waste. When I was finished, I prepared myself to get dressed.

Soma had brought the selection of different makeups upstairs. I dressed and applied a fresh layer to my face, changing the shape again through contouring. 

I brushed my hair with my fingers, encouraging it to keep some of the bounce after showering last night. I wanted a ponytail with my T-shirt look, but I thought keeping my hair down actually helped to change the shape of my face a little. 

Downstairs, I found Soma in Ace’s office, at his computer.

Soma wore a stiff, white cotton shirt this time, long-sleeved. He had the collar unbuttoned, showing off more of his throat. The cut was form fitting around his chest and torso. Elegant. Armani? I wasn’t too sure at the moment as it was a standard style.

“Where’s Ace?” I asked. 

“He’s not back yet.” Soma closed whatever window he had open and then pushed the chair back so he could stand. “But he should be back this afternoon.”

“Where did he spend the night?”

“In a hotel,” Some said. “I’m not sure exactly what his plan was, but I’m sure he’s fine. Let’s get you a new wardrobe.”

Staying in a hotel overnight? How bad did things go after I left the restaurant? Was Zoey still chasing him?

I followed Soma through the house to the back door. “Does he not tell you everything he’s up to?”

“I wouldn’t expect him to,” he said. He opened the back door and stepped aside to allow me through. “He can usually take care of himself. Although, I wish sometimes he’d give me more information. But if I really need to know, I’ll ask and he answers.”

I said nothing more as we went to the garage. We got into the town car, with me sitting in the front passenger side near him, and we were soon driving through tourist areas of downtown Charleston.

My mind drifted as people walked by and Soma slowed the car. If I had been my old self, I would have desired to get out of the car, to join them and see what there was to see in an East coast tourist town in the top of the season.

Soma parked not far from Market Street. I got out, scanned the perimeter, wondering if any of the people here today would see me and know I was here last night with someone else. I didn’t know how small town Charleston was, and if locals recognized each other. Would people recognize my face from the news? Dinner was one thing, but this was out in public.

I was already getting paranoid about who I was with and who saw what. I hated the feeling. It wasn’t a way to live. I always tried to live my life so I never had to be paranoid.

Soma took the lead. Across the street from the central open-air market I’d seen the night before was a larger building. Its archway entrance was carved from wood, painted, and the glass doors had large brass handles. There was a placard on the wall, but the lettering was a little too small for me to read as we approached. 

I was about to ask Soma what this place was when I felt a small hand brush my arm. I turned, sure it was some tourist walking too close.

Instead, I was met with a wide pair of eyes, as a child no more than ten lifted a handmade sweetgrass rose in my direction.

“Would you like one?” he asked. He wore dirty old shoes, jeans too short that they didn’t cover his ankles and a sports shirt two sizes too big that was hanging off of one shoulder. With chubby little fingers, he twirled the rose. “Five dollars.”

My breath caught and I scanned the area. I’d faced something like this before, somewhere in Europe where children hustled for money. Often enough, it was followed up by a pickpocket. 

Before I could answer, Soma was by my side. He took one look at the child, the rose and then reached into his pocket and pulled out a twenty. “Keep it, kid,” he said. 

He guided me to the doors to the building, opened it and had me go inside, following close behind.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” I said. “When I was in Europe, that was how...”

“They find out which pocket you stash your money.” He pressed his lips together, glancing back out to the child who had pocketed the money and was holding the flower to other people. “Sure. It could happen, but he’ll also go hungry tonight if he doesn’t make enough money.”

“You think so?”

He squinted his dark eyes at me and nodded. “Kids like that, if they don’t make a quota, they go hungry. Even here in America.”

“Maybe we can do something,” I said.

“I did.” Soma tilted his head toward the glass double doors, where the child was waiting outside with the rose, twirling it in his fingers. “He’ll eat tonight. I remember his face. I’ll make a few calls, have someone look into him later.”

I bit my tongue, wondering how Soma knew. But then, he had lived here a while.

How common was child hustling in the streets? And so close to where thousands of tourists a day probably walked by? Adults, sure, I expected that, but children? It made me angry. 

But every place had something. At least Soma was willing to make a few calls about it. That made me happy. I wouldn’t have known what to do.

Soma urged me away from the entryway doors. I let myself get distracted by the sleek black and white tile flooring, the boutiques on either side of the hallway. The high ceiling was arched, made of glass, and sunlight poured over us. There were fake streetlamps built into the walls between each shop. I imagined at night it was beautiful. The inside was made to look like it was outdoors, only protected and with air conditioning.

It wasn’t the busiest area either. The shops were open, some with attendants at the doorways. Displays were fully colorful. Yet, I only saw handfuls of people in each store. Maybe it was too early?

Was it not that noticeable to the tourists that this area had shopping, too? It didn’t seem like a mall entry to me. It was a little unnoticeable from the street. 

“Come with me,” Soma said, going to the first shop on the right, a jewelry store with a small sign in the front that proclaimed it was closing in a few weeks. The display window only had a couple of engagement rings on a table, looking lost in the grand space. 

Soma stopped at the door and nodded to me, winking. “Do me a favor. Go inside. Look around. I’ll be back to get you. I just need to get something.”

I puzzled over why I couldn’t go with him, but I wondered if it was something for Ace.

Soma urged me in and walked down further into the mall.

Odd. 

The jewelry store was small, and the displays housed only a couple of rows of rings, bracelets and other pieces. I found the spacing strange, but then realized if they were closing, most of the merchandise was probably gone. This was just what was left over. The plainness of the staging of the jewelry was just the result of moving out. Making use of the last of the lease while they were still here.

If this was what was left, didn’t that mean everything else had sold? 

There didn’t appear to be anyone in the shop, but there was a curtain near the back and I suspected a salesman was behind it. 

Why wasn’t he out here?

Since I was alone, I took the time to send a text message to Oliver, letting him know I got his message. 

Before I could think of what to say, a phone call was coming in.

I glanced behind me, standing by the door and answered. “Hello?”

Oliver spoke, his voice huskier than last night. “I got word your boyfriend is out of town.”

I didn’t bother to correct him about the boyfriend part, since he knew the situation. Perhaps he was being careful to not name anyone? “Do you know where?”

“From what I heard, it was to Atlanta.”

My jaw slackened, and I stared hard into a display of bracelets. “I wasn’t told about that.”

“He may just be doing what he promised, but I also called the police department there. Your ex keeps pointing all the fingers at you. Wanted for questioning is about to turn into a warrant for arrest.”

I sucked in a breath, holding it until my lungs burned for release, and even then I didn’t want to. “Does...my boyfriend know this? Is that why he left?”

“I don’t know. All I know is, he’s there. The police department said he was asking a lot of questions. That’s how I know.”

“He’s supposed to go to the charity event tonight. At Loïc’s.”

“Not sure if that’s enough time to do anything. Changing your mind about going to Atlanta?”

“I’ll have to,” I said. “If there’s a warrant.”

“Girl, don’t rush it.” Pause. “Maybe I can do you a favor?”

“How so?”

“Let me tell my boss about this. Let me ask, as a favor to me, that he look into something that could help.”

Loïc. “Are you sure?”

“I talked to him this morning. He was keen on ensuring you weren’t at all harmed, and even approved of me giving you that cell phone.”

“You told him?”

“He agreed with me when I said you needed one. I thought about it after I talked to him. I didn’t want to lie about why my cell phone was gone. If I get caught in a lie, I’m out the job. Anyway, he hasn’t done wrong by me or you. If you want me to, I’ll put in the word. I don’t know what he can do, but I think he’ll help if it is possible.”

I blinked rapidly. Ace considered Loïc a rival, but he wasn’t a bad person. If Oliver believed in him and that he can help, what was the harm?

If Ace had gone to Atlanta to help me in some way and was unable to convince anyone about my case, then could he use the backup? I was very grateful Ace took the opportunity to get himself there and do what he could. If I couldn’t be there to help him, maybe at least someone else he trusted could?

“Tell him,” I said. “Tell him what I told you.” I paused. “I don’t know how to help you. To pay you back.”

“Maybe next time I take you for a drive and a walk, we do it without the pretense of saving our own hides.”

“A date?”

“You could call it that.” There was a voice on the other end, not Oliver. I couldn’t distinguish what was being said. “I’ll call you back later if I hear anything.”

I put the phone back into my pocket, and pressed my palms over my eyes. What was I digging myself into? 

Why did Ace go all the way to Atlanta by himself? Did Soma know and he wasn’t telling me?

I waited for Soma to return, distracting myself by examining the pieces. There was a very lovely tiny jeweled clock that caught my attention, adorned with gemstones, the face of it a pearly deep blue. No price tag was visible. Odd. 

In fact, none of the pieces had any sort of tag. I’d seen this mostly in other countries, where one was expected to haggle over price. 

I personally hated jewelry. Unfortunately, most valuable stones came from countries where adults­ and children­ were hired to mine in harsh and unregulated conditions. I preferred lab manufactured stones, recycled gold or at least sourced from America or other countries were regulations were in place, but few jewelers wanted to show manufactured stones without the ill-gotten ones alongside them. Authentic diamonds were more valuable still in the market.

I’d moved on to a display of rings of different gemstones when the curtain was pulled back. 

A salesman came out, a smug twist to his lips and a cocked eyebrow. He examined my clothing and my face and then there was a flicker of a frown.

I considered my attire and who I was: a girl, alone in jeans and a white T-shirt. It was a style, but not one that promised a solid sale. Since there was no brand label, I was just normal. 

I had no cash to buy any of the pieces, anyway, so I was confirming his suspicions. 

“Just browsing?” he asked.

I said something in the affirmative, hoping he hadn’t overheard me talking just now, as I had had been talking about my boyfriend and then suggested a date with the person on the phone. I wondered what it sounded like to him.

He lingered, leaning against the jewelry counter. He didn’t say anything further, but he made it incredibly uncomfortable to look around, even if I wanted to buy something.

No wonder he was going out of business. I didn’t suppose he would have entertained the questions I normally had about supply chains.

I wanted to leave, but Soma said he’d be back and to stay. Maybe if I waited outside...

I glanced out the open doorway, where an older couple had come into the mall. The woman looked into the shop, and appeared to take a step toward it, only her husband tugged her by the elbow. He leaned into her, whispered, and then her eyes widened.

She met my eyes in the store.

I raised an eyebrow curiously. What was going on?

She motioned to me, encouraging me to step outside.

Did she recognize me? She didn’t appear to. She just seemed interested in telling me something.

Grateful for a reason to get away from the salesman, I went to her. Her husband had moved on to a gift shop that was the next over from the jewelry store.

The woman smiled at me. “Are you visiting?” she asked.

“Just moved here,” I said. “I’m still getting to know the area.”

“Oh,” she said, her eyebrows raised. “Then you should know, the shop is going out of business...for very good reason.”

The gossip carried a warning tone. “What’s the reason?”

“It seems the owner is a snob.”

I cracked a smile, ready to laugh but then stopped short. “I didn’t think you were serious, but when I was just in there and the feeling was...odd.”

“Charleston holds a unique charm for treating everyone equally. In truth, some days you can’t tell the millionaires from anyone else. We eat at the same places, and meet at the same festivals. And we still work together.” 

“I see,” I said, my mouth forming an O shape after a moment. It was an interesting thing to know. What was it that Ace had said before? No one gets to misbehave in this town?

She patted my arm warmly. “Welcome to Charleston,” she said. “It never leaves you.” She walked on, meeting her husband in the shop.

I stood in the hall, unsure what to do since Soma had said to stay in the jewelry shop and I had been drawn out. I didn’t want to go back inside.

Luckily Soma came from further down the hallway, he met my gaze as he approached, a curious eyebrow rising. 

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“I was informed the owner is a snob,” I said. “So I waited out here.”

“Oh,” he said and then smiled. “Good to know. I hadn’t heard.” He turned, indicating I should follow. 

“It seems like that isn’t very popular,” I said. “To act like a snob.”

“Not here,” he said. He motioned to himself. “For example, when I arrived here, I was very poor. I basically lived out of a car for months.”

“You?”

He nodded, turned to me and paused walking. “I didn’t think I would stay in the country. I’d moved here with romanticized ideals about American dreams and what not. It was only when I showed I was earnest, that I was given a fair chance. In Charleston, if you’re nice, you’re treated nice and given a fair shake.”

That sounded...lovely. Like a small town helping each other. “It can’t be all roses.”

“No place is.” He urged me to follow him. “But people like Ace and Loïc sometimes play a game. It makes it a little better.”

The hallway eventually opened up to a large, circular room the size of a ballroom. The very center of it was an elegant duo stairway, adorned above by one of the largest chandeliers I had ever seen. It reflected a lot of the light in the huge glass dome above it. White pillars held everything up. Along the perimeter below, there was an open pub, and opposite it, a small café.

Soma scanned the area and settled on the pub. The tables, flooring and walls were in brown and red. The place stood out compared to the rest of the surrounding area, dark and cozy. “There’s a woman sitting in the last booth.”

A woman was sitting alone, drinking out of a tea cup and had a tablet beside her. She wore an elegant white dress I couldn’t identify from the distance we were, and carried a diamond ring on her hand nearly the size of her nose. She had long black, wavy hair. She was in her late forties, or perhaps older but the level of care and makeup had been maintained to give her a timeless look.

“What about her?” I asked.

“We’re going to sit behind her. I will order for us, and talk to you, but I want you to ignore me.” He raised a dark eyebrow. “I want you to listen.”

Eavesdropping?

I followed along beside Soma and focused ahead, avoiding looking at the woman any more. What was he planning? How was this a game?

We approached the pub, and as the place wasn’t busy, we were offered a chance to sit wherever we wanted.

Soma put an arm around my shoulder and flashed a smile at the waitress who guided us to the booth area. “Give us the one at the end,” he said. “We’re celebrating.”

I wedged a smile on my lips as the waitress congratulated us. Perhaps she thought it an engagement or something. I wasn’t sure. I simply followed Soma.

We sat down on the leather-covered seats, and Soma ordered drinks and a basket of pretzels. 

He was hard to ignore, his even temperament changed into something livelier, louder. He spoke, but he talked endlessly about sports events, giving me details that were droll.

All the easier to listen, I suspected. I soon tuned him out, and the voice of the woman sitting behind me became easier to hear.

After a while, I didn’t need to concentrate too much. She spoke louder on her own.

“What do you mean the collection was pulled?” The woman’s voice was throaty, deeper than I expected, a tone filled with anger. “What in the world are they talking about? Did someone complain?”

Silence followed as, I suspected, she listened on the phone. 

The waitress brought over our drinks. I was given some fruity concoction with rum, and I sipped it absently, focusing on Soma’s buttons on his shirt, finding it easier to space out this way. He’d gotten the same for himself, which I found amusing he was drinking something pink. The color lit his eyes up in a way that was cute.

The woman behind me continued. “That’s completely ridiculous. A vicious lie. How far has this gone?” Pause. “Fine. If they don’t want my business, I’ll take it to a store who does. There’s more than one in this town.” There was a small slap, like she dropped the phone onto the table.

My mouth formed and O shape, and I glanced up at Soma.

He still spoke, but he lowered his voice a little, the corner of his mouth turning up. It appeared coy, something akin to how Ace smiled at times.

I was about to say something when I heard movement behind me, buttons being pressed on a phone and then speaking again. 

“Clear my schedule. Call Courteau’s secretary. I think I’ll be going to the event tonight instead. Make sure they are aware I’m coming.” This time the conversation ceased, the sound of the phone being placed on the table a little gentler, followed by silence.

Courteau. Loïc. I mouthed this to Soma. What we were doing? Who was she?

Soma casually reached for a pretzel and then put it to his mouth. He wasn’t going to answer me yet.

It was ten minutes of us eating pretzels and sipping at drinks, with Soma droning on about baseball when the woman behind me got up. 

Soma didn’t talk until we could see her walking off up the elegant stairwell and beyond. 

“That is Mrs. Harvey,” he said, his voice low this time, and he checked over the top of my booth, looking behind me to others in the pub. “She owns the company of the underwear you didn’t want.”

My eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

“Every bit serious.”

“How did you know she would be here?”

“I got word she’s here nearly every week about this time. She arrives a little early for a drink before she goes on to the spa on the second floor for a massage.”

“But how did you know she’d get the phone call today? And just now?”

Soma smiled and shrugged. “I asked that particular store manager a favor. She pulls the collection, and makes the right people call at the right time so we could hear her just now. I spread word around town about how honorable the store was once hearing the news, so they’ll remember to stop by and buy something. People like when a store does something good for the world. It makes a difference.”

It was the woman who owned the line of lingerie I had Soma send back. I slid my fingernail across the woodgrains on the table. My heart thundered and my breathing became laborious. I’d never been so close to anyone, hearing what happened when I complained about anything like this. “I didn’t know. When you said the store wouldn’t be selling the brand any more...” Maybe part of me thought they were saying that to Soma off the cuff so he would stop his protest. No, they actually did something. And Soma would repay them with good reviews about what happened. Seeing the result of my own little bias toward the brand sent my mind reeling.

Soma leaned forward, the gaze intensifying. He reached over, taking my hand and held it in his.

“Em,” he said. “Everything we do affects others. You knew that, which is why you choose to speak up when you’re aware a company has such disregard for their supply chains. You make a point to buy responsibly. I’ve seen your blog, your Instagram. Perhaps you aren’t used to people listening, but maybe you just don’t realize how many people you’ve influenced to do the right thing, including me now.”

“But what did this have to do with Ace? You said this was a game. And she’s going to Loïc’s charity event tonight. This is the one I’m going to, isn’t it? How am I supposed to face the woman whose business I’ve managed to hurt?”

Soma smiled, squeezing my hand gently. “Trust me when I say this will all work out. Did you notice how she didn’t try to correct the problem, the supply chain? She merely threatened that someone else will take her line?”

I nodded.

“She missed the point. Or she doesn’t care about ethics, she just wants to stay in business. But she’ll soon find no one will open their doors to her.”

“No one get to misbehave in this town,” I said softly.

Soma nodded sharply. “So far, you’ve started this little spiral to teach her a little humility. You’ve made us aware and she happens to live in town. If you want, I’ll help you score the final point.”

“What do you mean? How do those points work?”

He reached into his pocket and he pulled out his cell phone. He slid it face up to me in offering. “If I call Loïc and let him know what I heard, he’ll be the one to spread the word about what happened. I could also call Ace, and inform him what’s going on here.”

“They’ll do something?” I asked. “They’ll say something to...her?”

“No. I wouldn’t get confrontational directly. We prefer not to interact in ways that could be dangerous by getting in the middle like that. We simply tell the truth to anyone she tries to do business with tonight.”

“I’m supposed to do something with Ace, aren’t I?”

“You can do this at the same time.” He smiled. “If you do, Emily joins the scoreboard.”

“What do the points mean?” 

“Arbitrary. Just for fun. It is like...a secret reward for doing the right thing. For speaking up when all the world wants to turn a blind eye. Don’t let them be blind anymore. The points just give them something to gloat over and some sense of competition.”

I pressed my fingers to his palm, surprising myself with how enthusiastic I had become with his encouraging words. The fast heart rate in my chest changed from intimidated to excitement. However, I was hesitant on this one. Soma was right. Mrs. Harvey did threaten just to go to other stores, but she did follow up to say the rumors were a lie. “I’m not sure,” I said. “This is different than drawing attention to it on a blog and hoping the company changes things or provides proof of satisfactory supply chains.”

“It is making an actual difference, instead of talking into the void and hoping others will listen. This is right to the heart of the matter and not causing drama where it’s unnecessary.”

He was right. Before, the best I could hope for was minor internet outrage. But with all the outrage on the internet, things got lost or the point was missed. Or like in my situation, misinformation spread. If I had been incorrect, there wasn’t much chance to change it. It’s why I felt guilty every time I wrote a negative press piece. After what happened to me in Atlanta, finding out the truth seemed more prudent than ever. “Before I decide, I want to make sure I’m right about those children working in the factory, the conditions...I had read the news, but I want to double verify and ensure my sources were right. Whistleblowing on a blog is a little different. And businesses can correct themselves. Maybe she fixed it, or maybe she will now.”

“We’re not here to start a witch hunt,” he said. “That’s not our job. We just speak the truth and let others decide.”

“I get that. However, we can’t verify this is the right thing to do, to have her snubbed out of Charleston, if she’s trying to run a legitimate business or at least makes the attempt. She said it’s a lie, so we should see if she’s right.”

“That’s good,” he said, and he dragged his phone back across the table. “Do the research, and I’ll keep the information to myself until you to figure out an answer. Loïc will know she’s attending, but he won’t hear about what she’s up to.”

“So how do I...score a point?”

He shrugged. “Tell the truth. One way or another. I agree with you on double-checking to make sure things have been corrected. But if you discover the truth and she is refusing to change her ways, just tell people what you know. If she’s smart, she’ll change. If not, she will find doors closing for her in this town. Maybe she moves on to another city, I don’t know. At least we did what we could.”

I sat back with up my drink, pressing the edge to my lip but not sipping yet. 

“Is that what they do?” I asked. “Ace and Loïc. They reveal secrets?”

“They reveal the truth. You get bonus points if the original person is persuaded to tell the truth to those who matter and can change. If not, we just tell the truth to the right people. What a person does once they are confronted is up to them. If Ace and Loïc hear a rumor, they follow up and find out the truth. Sometimes it ends well. The person is humbled, and changes for the better. And sometimes...well, you get so uncomfortable, you take your business somewhere else.”

Soma paid for the drinks and said we needed to get going to make the scheduled appointment.

I was quiet as I followed him. My mind wanted to retrace my actions from the beginning, how I told Ace everything, he had already started his research on me. He looked beyond the thousands of comments, the lies being spread, and he was looking for who I really was. He asked me directly for answers. He believed me.

Was that why he was in Atlanta now? Finding out the truth, or forcing my ex to reveal the truth?

Was I the next point to be marked in Soma’s notebook?

And Loïc. The vloggers. What was that about?

While there was some doubt, it was starting to be replaced by intrigue, and I questioned my current role. I needed time to think it over.
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(Ace)

Ace held his cell phone to his ear. “Are you sure I can talk to him directly?” he asked Diego.

“It isn’t illegal for you to,” Diego said. “But I called because of something else I thought you wanted to know.”

“What’s that?”

“He had opportunity, but pinned Eva for it by stashing it in her clothes and using her contacts. You know that. However, I haven’t been able to find out where he gets the pills from. The supply room shows prescription bottles that are ripped clean of labels. They could have come from anywhere.”

“Did he buy them?”

“I’m not sure, but I’m surprised there wasn’t a concern of where they actually came from. I think the assumption was they were his own, or hers, but I checked with her doctor...no dice. And he doesn’t have a prescription. This might be something you bring to a lawyer. Where’s the source? And if you find it and pin it to the boyfriend, you’re golden. We can prove he’s been lying.”

“Thanks,” Ace said. “That’s exactly what I needed.”

“Ciao, amigo.”

“You know ciao is Italian, yeah?”

“Bien sûr. Problem?”

Ace smirked at his French for ‘of course’ and hung up on him.

He stood outside of apartment number 27, in a block of other apartments in downtown Atlanta. It wasn’t far from where Eva used to work. 

The girl didn’t even have a car. She took public transportation, according to information he dug up about her. No wonder she ended up hitchhiking. 

He thumped his knuckles on the door.

After a few moments, the door opened. A tall man with a wide chest appeared, wearing only boxers. He had fresh bite marks around his nipples and his dark hair was wild.

The man raised an eyebrow, glazed over, clearly stoned. There was a black device strapped to his ankle, blinking green. “What?” he said.

Dignified. 

“You’re Daniel Monroe?” Ace asked. He’d worn a newly purchased pair of dark gray slacks and sports coat. He hoped the polished look would give him that air of importance. Given he was working on the fly, he didn’t have time to source a lawyer for Eva. It took him long enough to find the right place, to dig up what he could about Daniel.

“Look, man, I told people I’m done doing interviews...” He shifted to close the door.

Ace wedged his foot in the way, stopping the momentum and getting a crunch through his shoe. He hid his pain through gritting teeth. “I’m here for information for a defense attorney. I just had a few questions to wrap up.” He didn’t have to say which defense attorney, did he? Did it matter if he was working with Eva and planned to turn over information to her attorney, when she finally had one? 

Daniel smirked and then rolled his eyes. “That’s all I’ve been doing. Answering questions.” He released the door and stepped back. 

Ace entered a living room mostly clean except for a couple of pizza boxes on the counter. The furniture was white, the accent pieces like the coffee table and side tables were a beachy-like blue. Some of the décor was sea glass art or photos, mostly of Eva on her vacations. So she liked beach décor? 

There were a few clothes strewn about, glittery...

Down a hallway to the left was the sound of two women talking to each other.

One day and he was here sleeping with other women? Ace scratched absently just under his nose, wanting to avoid breathing in too much of the heavy scent of alcohol and weed smoke in the room. “Having a few friends over?”

Daniel shrugged his thick shoulders and kept that idiotic smile on his face. “Gotta keep my spirits up. I was looking at prison time.” He motioned to his ankle bracelet, the location sensor beeping green still. “I think this is getting off me today, isn’t it?”

Ace dropped his hands, stuffing them into his pockets. “How so?”

Daniel shrugged. “Pressure from the press, and my statements. Eva’s clients trusted her and they’re pretty pissed she’s the reason their kids are at the middle of it. If I don’t name names about their kids, I get to point the finger at Eva and walk away.”

Ace pressed his lips together. “You spoke with their attorneys?”

Daniel ground his jaw from side to side, looking closer at Ace. “Did you say my lawyer sent you? Who are you?”

It was worse than Ace had considered when he drove down here last night. He’d been by her old workplace, and asked a lot of questions. Everyone was pointing the finger at Eva.

Now he realized why. They were probably told to do so by the wealthy parents who wanted to get attention away from their families. Eva gave them someone to blame. “I’m with his investigation team,” Ace said, “but I was put on the task to find out where the pills actually came from.”

“Why do you need to know?”

“It’ll come up during the trial. Better if we know ahead of time.” He pointed a finger at Daniel, although it was tempting to just punch him for being so cocky, and so willing to sell out Eva to save his own skin. Clearly, he didn’t miss her. Maybe it had been a casual affair. Understandable. Eva didn’t seem to be close to many people. Apparently, she had been distant enough she didn’t know this guy was a complete waste of space. “If that person comes forward and says you bought it and not her, then you’re back to looking at prison.”

Daniel bent over, shifting over a couch pillow and someone’s discarded pants to allow room so he could sit down. He sighed. “I didn’t buy them,” he said. 

“Where did you get them?”

“My aunt. She lives in a facility not far from here. Alzheimer’s.”

“You didn’t sell Alzheimer’s medicine. And there were more than just one person’s pill bottles in those clothes. You had removed the labels, but they can’t be from just one source.”

“No. Some were from her. She took codeine for her hip. The place where she’s living, she has neighbors.” Daniel shrugged, blinking rapidly. “Most of them are forgetful like her. I used to visit her a couple of times a week, but she never remembers who I am.”

“And you swipe her pills,” Ace said, unable to mask too much of his disgust. “You’d steal pills from your own aunt? From old people?”

Daniel winced. “They get more. Who is going to blame a bunch of Alzheimer patients for misplacing pills? If you ask me, they should blame the nurse who lets them keep them in the house. They should be locked up in a case and distributed.”

Ace didn’t buy this. “They don’t just leave pills for patients like that. They could take nothing, or they take twenty a day because they forget. So your story doesn’t add up. So how did you get them?”

He smirked and shook his head. “Maybe my parents own the facility. Maybe they used to make me work there as a kid, but now when I stop by, I’m invisible, so if I help myself to some of the pills...Hell, I know I’m not the only one.”

Was that even true? Could this guy tell the truth at all? What a slimy... “You think a prosecutor is going to ignore this if they find out?”

“Can’t find out if my aunt or anyone there doesn’t remember my face from day to day and no one is missing any pills.” Daniel rose, his broad shoulders squaring off with Ace. “What does it matter? This is your job, isn’t it? Get me off the hook. Maybe Evelyn was getting them from other clients she was talking to. Who knows? If they can’t trace the source, there’s no evidence, right?”

Ace fumed, wanting to remind him that any good lawyer doesn’t get people off the hook. A good one might be able to reduce a sentence, but not when he was confessing to stealing pills from old, sick people and open to pinning it on Eva.

Which meant...his lawyer may be withholding evidence from the court. His lawyer might need to answer a few questions. Especially when they were placing blame on someone who wasn’t even there to defend herself. He hated lawyers who used any distraction tactic to muddle a case and look good.

Ace spoke. “What do you want me to do?”

“Have Martin make the deal for me. I’ll sign whatever he wants.”

Ace bit his tongue as Daniel walked back down the hallway. The girls giggled, he laughed. A door was closed.

Ace pressed his palm to his mouth, and then wiped slowly across his lips. He looked the place over. The furniture was moderate, high-end rental quality. The style of the entire home was upper end. That boy in the bedroom now, screwing around with a couple of bimbos was absolute garbage.

How did Eva not see him for who he was before?

But then, he didn’t get the impression she was home often. The people she worked with claimed she was out nearly every weekend, doing a getaway or cruise or something. She always went alone.

Enough time for Daniel to take advantage of her while she was gone. He didn’t seem to have a problem lying. 

But did Eva care as long as he wasn’t breaking the law? 

She didn’t seem too upset over losing Daniel, just losing her reputation and what he cost her.

Maybe he was less boyfriend and more like a long-term fling.

Still, it was when she pulled away from Ace, those moments...she seemed sad. He’d thought it was because she lost a boyfriend amid this, but maybe he was wrong. Maybe Eva didn’t like getting too close to anyone. This might have given her another reason not to trust people.

Ace turned, ready to leave, when he felt a vibration in his pocket. He pulled out his phone, checking the screen. 

It was Loïc giving him an Atlanta address.

Loïc: Meet me.

Ace frowned. Soma must have told him. He wouldn’t dare have told Loïc what he was up to unless it was crucial, but he was usually courteous and gave Ace a heads up.

Ace got into the Tesla, and plugged the address into the GPS. On the way, he sent a text to Soma.

ACE: Loïc is in Atlanta. Did you tell him I was here?

Soma immediately responded.

SOMA: No. I can find out who.

ACE: Do.

Ace’s lips twitched and he put the phone into the cup holder. Soma never lied to him. He knew better.

So it wasn’t Soma, but no one else knew he was in Atlanta. Well, Loïc could have tracked his own car, but there was no reason to follow Ace. Ace could have been trying to distract the vloggers for all he knew. It wasn’t like Loïc didn’t trust him to bring his car back in one piece.

Maybe he was too focused on Eva, and he was getting paranoid. Maybe Loïc ended up recognizing Eva after all, finally matched her with the face on the news and put two and two together. 

But why come to Atlanta himself? Ace was already on this and could handle it.

He pulled into the parking lot of a smart looking office building in the middle of downtown. He went into the right high rise, filing in with the stream of people. 

He talked with the attendant behind the security desk. “Where are you going?” she asked.

He checked his phone, where Loïc had put in a suite number. “Fifteen-one-two.”

She made an O shape with her lips and then nodded. “Not a reporter, are you? Here for a meeting?”

“Apparently,” he said absently, eyebrow raised. He produced an ID at her request and waited for confirmation he could pass through. He lifted his head, checking the board behind her where there was a list of offices and their respective floors.

Martin, Esq. was on the list.

He frowned, but the security officer handed back his ID and urged him on to the elevators. He had been cleared, so they knew he was coming.

On the fifteenth floor, he readied himself for meeting Daniel’s lawyer. This was far from a coincidence. This was Loïc’s way of letting him know he knew everything.

And that he’d chosen to get involved.

Did he know the real story? Did he know Eva’s innocence here or what the press was pushing?

He met with the secretary at the front desk, and gave his name. She nodded, and immediately asked him to follow her down a hallway and into a meeting room.

Sitting across from each other at a long table was a wiry man with graying hair and pockmarked cheeks. Loïc sat across from him. He hadn’t chosen to wear his rings and wrist cuffs, but he had left the disks in his ears. He wore a muted blue suit with a dark shirt, looking more professional.

The older man looked at Ace as he walked in and an eyebrow raised. “Mr. Waris. I’m Greg Martin. Your friend and I were just talking about the situation with my client and Miss Lacroix.”

Ace motioned to the chair next to Loïc. “Do you mind if I have a word with him before we continue?”

“Of course,” Mr. Martin said, and he rose. “I’ll be right back. I’ve got to make a few calls.”

Once Martin left the room, Loïc turned in the seat, his elbows on the armrest of the black, high-back office chair, his palms pressing together. “You know they’re listening. I’d be careful what you say in here.”

Ace figured they’d be listening in their own office. “How did you find out I was here?” he asked.

Loïc smiled and he winked at him through his glasses. “Not important, but I thought you would be smart enough to record such an important conversation with Daniel.”

Ace raised an eyebrow. “His apartment is bugged?”

“Not by me.” Loïc leaned forward and smirked. “But luckily enough, overheard by the very people listening to us now.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Ace said. “He tapped his own client without him knowing?”

“Oh, Daniel knows. But he thinks it is there to capture Eva if she came back to talk to him. Hoping to catch some sound bites that say she’s innocent. We didn’t expect near a full confession. Must not be sober enough to realize what he said.”

“What is he going to do with it? Hide the evidence if she came back to defend herself?”

“Daniel couldn’t afford a lawyer like Mr. Martin, Esquire.” Loïc pressed his palms against the table, and rose from the chair. “This isn’t about winning or losing to him. It’s about notoriety. This is a very public case. Daniel’s too ignorant, too trusting.”

“I almost feel sorry for him,” Ace said, with a heavy amount of sarcasm. “He was willing to hang Eva for this to save his own skin.”

“He won’t be saving himself.” Loïc rose and touched the tie at his neck, loosening it a little. “Not anymore. The evidence will be delivered as it should to the prosecutor’s office. The only deal left to make is for Eva’s sake. If Daniel confesses and still keeps his word in not dragging in the kids buying from him, his charges are lowered to possession instead of trafficking. There’s a chance after he fulfills his sentence that his slate can get wiped clean. And on a possession charge, he’s looking at probation and drug rehabilitation classes instead of actual prison time.”

Ace rolled his eyes and shook his head. “That’s nothing after everything he’s done. You should have let me handle this.”

“Clearly you were on your way here to make the same deal.”

Ace growled. “This is basically letting him walk for stealing from sick people to sell to kids. I can’t believe you’d be for this.”

“Not my choice, not without dragging Eva back here. Give him a good offer and this ends today. Otherwise, he wants a very public trial. I only saved you time.” He re-buttoned the suit jacket he wore, smoothing it out. “But it sounds like you have more things to worry about. There’s a leak. We can’t have that, can we?”

“Tell me how you learned about Eva and I’ll take care of it.”

“I think you know. Only one other person who knew what transpired here besides you and Soma...”

“...Eva?”

Loïc smiled, baring teeth in a devious look. Those light eyes sparked with amusement. “You’re finally catching on. She needs to be careful with who she talks to. Not everyone listening will be as understanding as I am.” Loïc stepped closer, enough so he can whisper to Ace without being overheard by whoever was listening. “Do you think she’ll be grateful when she learns I’m the one who set her deal into motion, freeing her without using her?”

Ace growled low. “I never used her.”

“Let’s tell her what happened and see if she thinks that way. You dangled the carrot of freedom over her head, but not until she did what you wanted. Sounds like you were using her to me.”

Ace fumed, shaking his head, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “That was timing, not me dangling a carrot and you know it. I would have done all this anyway. I came out here, didn’t I? Clearly, her fulfilling her promise to help didn’t really matter at all.”

“Maybe it did matter. Did you ask her?”

Unsure, Ace paused, unhappy with the question. He hadn’t wanted to pressure Eva into doing anything she didn’t really want to do. It was hard enough convincing her she didn’t actually have to do anything. Just go out with him to dinner, and even then she could have said no. It was just a favor. 

Loïc’s eyes lit up. “I have to say, she is quite the distraction. Haven’t stopped thinking about her all morning.” Loïc winked at him and then walked toward the door. “You can finish up here, can’t you? I’ve got to get back before the event tonight. I’m taking my car, by the way. You’ll have to get another ride.”

Ace grumbled, watching Loïc leave. When the door closed and he was alone, he turned, glaring out the high-rise window to the streets of Atlanta.

No doubt Loïc would consider this move a victory. 

Ace sent a text to Soma.

ACE: Find out who she’s talking to.

No word back, which meant Soma knew exactly who he was talking about and would find out the truth.

All Ace had to do was finish up here with the lawyer and make sure Daniel signed something. Ace could take a jet back to Charleston. Eva couldn’t go to the event tonight alone, and he wouldn’t let her out of his sight from now on. Not until she fully knew what she was doing, who she should trust, and what they were about.

It was her face, he was betting. She was horrid at hiding her feelings, at keeping the truth from her lips. Maybe that’s what happened. 

Or maybe he drove the truth from her, to tell Loïc. She was worried about her situation here, and didn’t trust Ace enough to not tell anyone else. 

Maybe he had implied too much this was a trade. She did think she’d failed last night.

He snapped his fingers at that. That was it. She failed, and Ace wasn’t there to reassure he’d help her anyway. It drove her to tell...who did she tell? That new guy of Loïc’s? 

After meeting Daniel, it was clear she needed transparency in her life. She needed to know he always meant to help her out, once he’d learned who she really was and what this was all about. There was no way he would have thrown her to the wolves here in Atlanta after learning the truth.

He only hoped she believed him after the fact.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Cornered

[image: image]


(Eva)

On the second floor of the shopping area were more storefronts, although the storefronts were designed for more privacy than the downstairs areas. No window displays, only plain, glass doorways with names painted on them, or signs next to them to indicate what they were. 

Specialty boutiques were familiar territory to me, but these were indistinguishable on the outside. They didn’t draw attention to themselves. Unusual. Maybe they didn’t want just anyone walking in, designed to look like office spaces until you got up close. Anything could be behind the doors, from art dealers to private spas. Appointment only locations.

Soma stopped at one such discreet door, opened it and stepped aside to allow me through.

The main area was a wide space designed to look like a model showroom floor. There were curtains along the walls, but these had been drawn back to reveal the dark gray wall, with the words Tissu Deux painted in gold, utilizing different fonts and in different sizes. The full effect making an unusual pattern.

Around the edge of the room, there were displays featuring mannequins dressed in unique pieces, from elegant gowns to everyday streetwear. The mannequins were also different colors and shapes, some for men, women, and some showing off styles for a variation of range in orientation. They were accessorized with shoes, handbags and even some jewelry.

In the center of the room, white sofas and arm chairs were arranged, all facing a center stage, the back of the stage displayed mirrors so the person standing there could see from all angles.

“You must be Emily,” a female voice said.

Off to the side of the stage was an open doorway. From it stepped a tall woman, appearing taller with black wedge shoes. She wore black slacks and a tight black button-up shirt, but the buttons were offset, closer to her arm instead of center.

Smart. It avoided a potential problem with gaps around the chest area.

She touched lightly at the corner of her purple glasses before she stretched a hand out as she approached me. “I’ve heard so much about you already. My name is Gretchen, but you can call me Gretta.”

“Good things, I hope,” I said, taking her hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you.”

She turned to offer her hand to Soma. “Soma. Nice to see you again.”

Soma shook it shortly. “A pleasure.”

Gretta nodded, and then pressed her palms together, fingers laced, and lowered her hands. “So, I hear someone is in need of a new wardrobe. Something fast?”

“We definitely need something for tonight,” Soma said. “The charity event.”

“Right. Courteau. A lovely soirée from what I’m hearing. I’ve had a few people come in.” Gretta motioned to me to follow her. “So you’ll want something elegant. Luckily, you and I appear to be about the same size, and I like to test new designs on myself. I may have something that would work, but I’d like to take your measurements.”

I was about to list them for her, but I thought it to be inappropriate. I was Emily. As much as I wanted to talk clothes, to learn about what she did, I couldn’t get too enthusiastic or I might give myself away.

Soma remained in the central room, aiming to sit on one of the couches, and I followed Gretta through the doorway. 

The hallway was dim and my eyes didn’t adjust enough to pick out details until we were in a smaller room in the back, this one was completely mirrored all around. There was a couch covered in a blue velvet material. Off to the side stood a table and a coatrack.

“If you’ll wait here,” she said, “I’ll fetch a few things.”

I turned, looking into the mirror, waiting. I calmed the little bit of nervousness I thought I was holding on to. This is where I was comfortable. The right outfit could define a person. It leaves an instant impression. Friendly. Cold. Powerful. Whatever you wanted, you just needed the right look. Follow it up with a hairstyle and attitude, and you could be almost anything to anyone. 

I needed confidence, and I knew I could find a little bit if I could find the right outfit for me.

Gretta returned shortly, carrying several garment boxes along with a measuring tape draped around her neck, a small tote and in the other arm she was holding a couple of different gowns. Her face was stiff as she concentrated on carrying and not dropping anything.

I went to her, taking the gowns and tote from her to help. 

“Thank you,” she said, and she brushed some of her brown hair away from her eyes. “Just hang those dresses on the coatrack, will you?”

I did. The first one on top a halter dress with a short skirt. It was plain black, and the skirt had a little ruffle. “How formal is this event tonight?”

“Less ball gown, more comfortable, lightweight pieces for a warm summer night.” She finished placing everything else on the table and moved to stand next to me near the coatrack. She looked at the halter. “I was going to suggest that one first, but I think I forgot to note the sunburn. Soma had told me about it.”

My lip twitched and I nodded, turning to her. “It isn’t painful at the moment, but it is in that transition part between red and too tan.”

“Maybe I’ve got something...” She tapped a forefinger at her lip, looking at me. “Can you get down to your underwear for me? Let me see where the burn lines fall.”

I moved to the couch so I could take off the shirt, remove the sandals and then put the pants aside over the cushions. 

Gretta examined my skin. She whistled. “What shirt were you wearing that it got to your chest?”

“A V-neck, but loose. I didn’t know it at the time, but the fabric was so thin, and the material was slipping around my shoulders. It didn’t protect me at all.”

“We’ll have to get a little creative then, won’t we?”

Gretta took my measurements, including around my arms and thighs, and she got my feet as well. She even measured the length of my hands. 

She wrote it all down on a pad of paper and then checked the numbers. “We’re almost the same, except for height. My legs are a tad longer.” She moved to the coatrack and removed two layers of dresses and displayed the third one. “This might work for tonight though.”

The dress was a white silk, form-fitting dress with quarter sleeves. But the interesting part was a second layer of lace, with cherry blossoms sewn into the lower hem of the skirt, and it drifted in a wave up and over the shoulder, making it look like the blossoms were windblown across the body. The lace part covered a good portion of the neck and arms. 

“Oh, that’s exquisite work,” I said, attracted to the dress and getting closer to it. I traced fingers over one of the blooms, noting the layering, and the silkiness of the material. “This must have taken ages for you to make.”

“I like my work,” she said and winked at me. She paused, looking at my face and raised an eyebrow. “You look really familiar.”

I froze, and then turned, my face falling. 

Her eyes widened more, and she blinked at me. “Lacroix?”

My mouth moved, my heart exploding in my chest. She knew. Ace’s plan had already failed.

Gretta gasped and clapped her palms over her cheeks. “It is. I followed your blog for years.”

I blinked rapidly, body shaking and ready to defend myself from a barrage of questions, to run out to Soma and ask to leave immediately. “You have?”

“I’m a fan. I loved the articles you did reviewing Fashion Week, and how you dove into the stories of even tiny Etsy designers, asking them about their origin stories.”

“It’s a small world,” I said quietly, sure she had to have seen the media on me. “And you didn’t hear about...”

“Oh, that drug nonsense?” She made a slicing motion with her hand. “I knew it was pure nonsense. Who doesn’t disappear when the internet is on a rampage?” 

“I was hoping to hide here until it settled down,” I said quietly. “I knew there would be a few lies spread...”

She winked at me. “Don’t worry. I didn’t see you here.”

I breathed out a sigh. “I was worried. After everything that happened...”

“Don’t be. If you’re innocent...”

“I am. I didn’t do any...drug things.”

She nodded. “Yup. There was a big discussion on one of the forums. We all knew. It sucks, but we were pretty sure once it died down you would come back. You were pretty adamant about transparency, and the accusations sounded nothing like you.”

I was surprised by the support and learning that at least a few people—those that had actually followed me and knew what I was about—saw how ridiculous this whole thing was. “I’m glad you do know I’m here, then, and who I am. Because I’ve been dying to ask you questions.”

Gretta laughed. “Spill them. But let’s try a few of these things on while you do.”

For at least a half hour, I forgot about everything—the drugs, my possible problems with the police, and my ex. I even forgot about Ace and Loïc. I dove into the world of fashion and quizzed Gretta on the local trends, other local designers, the boutiques, what was local style but also what tourists often ended up asking for.

Meanwhile, I tried on the white cherry blossom dress, several pairs of slacks, some shirts, jeans, sweaters, even socks. I told her I wanted to fit in around Charleston, and she worked with me to find something I was comfortable with.

“If I could wrap up beaches and downtown charm and sweet shoppe into a wardrobe blend, I think we’ve done it,” Gretta said, looking over photos on her phone, a collection she made of different styles she thought were me. “I can give you a few of these today, including the dress, but I’ll need time to make the rest.”

“It seems like a lot,” I said. “But then I’m used to creating capsule and travel wardrobes, so I was limited on what to include.”

“You needed a complete restart from scratch, from what I understand.” Gretta smiled. “The police took everything, didn’t they?”

I nodded and rolled my eyes. “Maybe it was for the best. I hate to say it, but while I loved the clothes, I treated them like prizes. Museum pieces. I didn’t wear them much and when I did, it was short. I was so afraid to ruin them because I spent a fortune on each one.”

“I know the feeling,” she said, and she brushed my arm with a warm palm. “That’s why I like any brand that avoids being pretentious enough to stick a label on itself and let people know the money it took to get the item. Even if you paid for the quality, there’s no reason anyone should need to flaunt it. You don’t see a lot of that in this town.”

“They don’t like brands?”

“They don’t mind them,” she said. “They just don’t like flashy ones. Who wants to be a walking billboard? If the piece was actually really good, you’ll tell people, word of mouth, how good it is.”

I liked the idea. It was how I used to spread news about new boutiques with specialty brands I liked. If I found something of real quality, and a place that understood style, I talked about it. 

“Can I ask you something?” I asked her as she was re-boxing some of the clothing items that didn’t work with me. “Do you know Mrs. Harper? The one that owns that line of underwear...”

Gretta threw her head back and gave a sharp “ha!” She rolled her eyes. “Oh, I can’t stand her. I didn’t have an issue with her though until you mentioned she buys her stuff from really bad sources in Malaysia.”

I knew people read from my blog, but it was a little strange to see the effect I was having on other people. “Yeah,” I said. “Actually, I haven’t been on the internet since...well I wanted to find out if she’s changing her sources, or if she’s ignoring this. You see, someone complained in a shop here locally and they stopped selling, but she wants to move to another store.”

Gretta lifted an eyebrow. “Good question. You had found the original article talking about it, didn’t you?”

I nodded. “And Soma bought some underwear for me on accident. He returned them after I mentioned what I knew. And they basically exiled her from a shop here. I heard she said it was a vicious lie. I wanted to double check.”

“So you need someone who can ask a few questions?” Gretta nodded. “Tell me what you want to know.”

“Find the person who wrote the original article. Ask her source. The name should be in my blog, but I can’t remember.”

Gretta snapped her fingers and then pointed at me. “Got it. I’ll dig up whoever it is and can call her and see how she found out, and if I can find out if Mrs. Harper changed vendors or if the situation changed. Will be nice for once to be involved in something like this. She needs to make the company she is working with hire adults, give them a living wage...all the best things.”

I gave her the number to the cell phone Oliver gave me. 

When we were finished, Gretta said she’d send the bill to Ace once she figured out a total. She’d have the dress fitted properly and delivered tonight. Some items already fit well, and she sent them with me. I walked out with a couple of boxes of pants and shirts and other items. It was a cute touch, her putting items in little garment boxes. 

I’d never shopped for an entire wardrobe at once. Not for myself. My face was glowing as I walked out. 

However, the realization that with a designer, the price must be astronomical per piece, I wondered why Ace and Soma didn’t just bring me to any of those shops downstairs in this mall.

Maybe it was impulsive of me to turn to Oliver and Loïc. It had only been one day.

While I was walking away from Gretta to find Soma, I was regretting the decision to allow Oliver to tell Loïc. Here Soma and Ace were, being very nice to me, and I was looking to save my own hide through any means possible. Maybe I was wrong about them all. Maybe I should call Oliver back and ask him not to repeat anything I’d told him. 

Soma was sitting on one of the white sofas when I returned. He lifted his head from his phone, a red palm mark across his cheek where he’d pressed his hand to his face as he browsed. “All finished?”

“I think so,” I said and showed him the boxes in my hands. “The dress for tonight, she’s bringing over later after she makes a few adjustments. Tell me this isn’t too much?”

“Probably not enough.” He collected the boxes from me and smiled. “Then if you’re ready, we’ll return to the house.”

There was something odd in his smile, though. It wasn’t full. His eyes didn’t light up like before. Something wasn’t right. “Any word from Ace?”

He winked at me and, without saying a word, motioned to the door.

Puzzling. Was there news or not? Or did he not want to say it here?

This could be bad.

He said nothing as he carried the boxes for me through the building until we could get back outside. We got back into the town car, and he started it silently.

I waited as long as I could. “What’s going on?” I asked. “Did something happen?”

Soma unbuttoned his shirt a few buttons, until the start of his undershirt was exposed. He also unbuttoned the sleeves, rolling them up while waiting for a light to turn green. “Loïc was in Atlanta just now.” His eyes slid from the windshield to my face. “Do you want to tell why he’d be there?”

My lips parted. How did he get there so quickly? I hesitated to answer him, unsure if I was that reason or if it was coincidence. Still, I couldn’t hide what I’d done from Soma. Not when he looked at me like that. Unhappy. He probably already knew. “I don’t know if it’s the reason...Oliver suggested he could look into my case in Atlanta. From what he heard, he thought Loïc could help.”

“So you told him everything?”

“I told Oliver what was going on with me, after he told me how he ended up with Loïc.”

Soma raised an eyebrow. “What did Oliver tell you about himself?”

“That his previous employer accused him of attacking her. That Loïc helped him get out from under it.”

Soma nodded, pressing his lips together, focused on his driving again. “I wish you had told me.”

“I’m not sure who to tell what,” I said, pressing a palm to my cheek. “I’ve only known anyone for one day, but I have no reason to lie to anyone. I told Oliver only when we were stuck together running away from the restaurant. It wasn’t until later he suggested Loïc could help.” I sighed. “At first, I didn’t see the harm. But that was only this morning. I don’t know how he could have gotten there so soon or if he could have managed to do anything at all.” I paused and then balled my hands into fists in my lap. “I should have left the moment I recovered. I should never have left at all. I just panicked and left. I’m here alone, waiting for other people to handle a situation without knowing what’s going on. This isn’t who I am. This isn’t the type of person I am...”

Soma put his foot on the breaks, and we slowed, he made an abrupt turn down a side road, where he pulled to the side and stalled in the road. There was no one behind us, but still, the suddenness surprised me. 

He turned to me, his dark eyes wide, but the curl of his lip told me his was concerned. “Eva,” he said. He pushed a palm to his own chest. “There’s no shame in letting anyone else help you.”

I pressed my palms flat against my thighs. “Then why do I get the feeling you’re accusing me of something?”

Soma sighed. “Ace was on track to help you. Bringing in Loïc at this stage might have put Ace and Loïc and you at risk of exposure that you’re here or worse. If it had been anyone else...”

“Do I know Ace any better?” I pulled the cell phone from my pocket, showing it to him. “Oliver offered this, saying if I wanted to leave to surrender myself in Atlanta, he’d help. He’d do it if I wanted to face it myself if things got a little too weird. And honestly, things have been...weird.”

“But you stayed,” he said. “Why?”

I stared long and hard at him, at the dark eyes and the pursed lips. “I think after Ace promised, I just hoped it could be handled without incident,” I said. “I’ve always done things on my own, but never this. I didn’t know what to do, but Ace seemed to know. But with the vlogger at the restaurant and harassing him, I don’t know...He’s got so much going on. And the longer I go without going back to defend myself, it feels like I’m losing opportunity to state my side of things. To prove I had nothing to do with it. I’m not one to hide.”

His eyes traced over my face, from my hair to my chin and back up to my eyes. “And you thought Loïc could help him?”

“Oliver seemed to think so.” I pressed a palm to my chest, over my heart. “I couldn’t even tell you what anyone is doing on my behalf in Atlanta, and everyone is encouraging me to stay here. It’s really hard for me, because it’s my future, and I’ve never felt so out of control.”

Soma pressed his lips together, looking at me. 

A car honked behind us. Soma glanced at the rearview, and then slowly left off the brakes so we could continue. “I should remind you that while you don’t know us, you don’t know Oliver, either. I will say that Ace is a good guy.”

“I think he is, too. At least, I hope so.”

Soma nodded. “I understand you’re hesitant. Trust may need to be earned, but you should really give a chance for people to be able to earn it.”

“I’ve been trying.” I fiddled with the phone in my hands. “Wouldn’t this be what Ace wanted? A distraction for Loïc? Maybe it isn’t in the way he wanted...”

Soma turned onto the street where the house was, and then pulled into the garage before he answered. “I...think you should get to know Loïc directly before you ask him for help.”

“How?”

“Let’s talk more inside.” He parked the car and then hurried out and around to open my door for me. He collected the garment boxes and we headed into the house.

I followed behind him, concerned with all of this mess. We entered the house, silent like before. I was starting to believe they were the only two that ever entered the house. There was so much I didn’t know. Soma carried all the boxes for me and urged me upstairs. I pressed my fingertips to my eyebrow as we climbed the stairs. Again, I waited as long as I could, the thoughts dwelling inside of me. I never was very good at not saying something when I wanted to. “Am I a game? Am I a point to score? Is that why everyone’s so trust him or don’t talk to the other?”

Soma stopped on the stairs, turned and took a step down until his face was level with mine.

His big brown eyes took me in, but there was a frown on his face as he studied me. “Do you feel like a pawn?”

My body tensed at the way it was all playing out. “Ace offered to help, but he didn’t tell me about this game he was playing, and what I was in this. So in a way, I do...”

Soma frowned then suddenly put the boxes on the stairs and pressed his hands to his face. “I was worried about this.”

“You think they’re doing the same?”

He swallowed and instead of looking at me or answering, he picked up the boxes and resumed heading up. “Come with me.”

When we reached the top of the stairs, he had me wait as he dropped off the boxes in the guest bedroom.

When he returned to me in the hallway, he headed toward the locked door. He brought out his keys, finding an old skeleton key, and turned the lock.

Inside, there was a row of cardboard boxes of various sizes, stacked like a wall, blocking further view from inside.

Soma carefully moved the furthest boxes on the right over so we could pass through.

On the other side, the room was larger than I thought. There was a desk in the middle, and it was covered with newspaper articles, photographs printed out, stacks of files, etc. There was a printer on a cart nearby. There was a file cabinet on the far side next to a window. The window was covered with gauzy curtains, but the curtains were thicker than the ones in the room I had been staying.

Soma went to the file cabinet, pulled out an old and large file, and gave it to me. “Read this.”

“What is it?”

He waved to the file in my hands. “This is me. Every resume I’ve ever compiled. Every plane ticket I’ve ever bought. Every report card I’ve ever had. Everything I was able to find about myself.”

I pressed my lips together, looking at the file in my hand with Soma’s name printed on a little strip of manila. “It’s a little light for a lifetime of records.”

Soma stepped closer, gazing at me. “I put this together after I got to know Ace. Ace refuses to research a person. He goes by instinct, mostly. It’s just the way he works.”

I looked up at him. “And Loïc isn’t like that?”

“He’s very meticulous. Let’s just say Loïc is the one that treats it like a game where the score actually matters. And sometimes, he likes to put Ace in the middle of one of his...games. Like a pawn.”

“The vloggers?”

“Exactly.” He motioned to the file. “I gave this to Ace because Loïc otherwise had every advantage when it came to me. Loïc doesn’t need to be handed a file. He knew everything before I met him.” 

I held the file closed, but away from myself. I was unsure about looking at any of it. “Ace didn’t know anything about me before deciding to help. How did he know I didn’t lie to him?”

Soma smiled. “I asked him that, but he’s usually got a good feel for people. Call it a gift. He’s pretty good at rooting out the truth from people. Maybe it is his honest face.” He leaned into me, his gaze intensifying. “I don’t think you’re like Ace. I think you’re more like Loïc. You doubt your intuition.”

My lips twitched. “I’ve been wrong in who I trust.” Now that I was holding his information, it was strange to me. “Not everyone would just tell me openly about everything. But...I never had the knack to hide myself. To lie or mask what I was thinking.”

Soma nodded slowly, his features softening. “A constant state of vulnerability.”

“After a while, I just learned to avoid most people on a serious basis, or they tended to use it against me. Even when I’m dating someone, I go off on my own.” I sighed. “Which was why I wasn’t around my ex a lot to notice if he was up to anything. I baseline trusted him to just mind the apartment while I was gone, and he didn’t ask questions about where I’d go.” I put the file down on the desk and then looked over the room. “Why hide all this?”

“Because it’s private information,” he said. He nodded toward the filing cabinet. “People like Mrs. Harvey, Ace wouldn’t go after them unless he could back up any rumors. Like you, he wants to be sure he’s in the right. If he’s going to expose anyone for being a fraud, or for being unethical in some way, he wants the evidence to show. However, he jumps in first and sees what they are all about himself. I’m the one that collects the details usually. And most of the time, he’s learned to wait until I dig up everything. We keep records of everything we’re doing.”

“This doesn’t sound like a game.”

“It’s not a typical one.”

I fiddled with the hem of the T-shirt, taking in the room and the depth Ace would go to for whatever it is he was doing. Exposing people seemed dangerous, although it was intriguing. I considered my next thoughts. “Soma?”

He didn’t answer, but lifted his head, attentive. There was an excitement in him, a spark of eagerness. 

“I know I have an issue in Atlanta—”

“We’ll fix it,” he said before I could continue. “Ace is doing what he promised.”

I brushed his arm gently with my fingertips. “It’s not that. I mean, I should have handled it perhaps, but now it’s done. I’ll accept it.” I motioned to his file. “I don’t need to read this. I just need to know I can trust you and Ace and...maybe Loïc?”

“He’d never harm you,” he said. He reached out to me, cupping my chin and drawing my gaze to his face. “In your case, with what was going on in Atlanta, someone could have held it over your head as blackmail. Which is why you need to be careful. You didn’t know Oliver or Loïc. You were lucky they weren’t someone who would have placed you back into Atlanta custody. Or they could have done much worse. I hope it shows we’re different. Trustworthy.”

“Although Ace had sent me to Loïc without warning...”

“No,” Soma said. “He asked you a favor and was very plain with what he wanted, because he didn’t want to involve you directly with...” He released my face and motioned to the file cabinet. “All this. You weren’t a point to score for him. He just thought he could get Loïc distracted trying to figure out who you were. Loïc likes to know everything on everyone. It would normally take time for him to dig up everything. Ace knew this and while Loïc was busy with you, it gave him some time to work on a few points for himself. The only reason he didn’t tell you is the same reason you had talking to Oliver. It just takes time to get to know someone to trust them.”

I walked away from him, around the room, not really reading anything. I checked out the window, noting how it was effectively protected so no one could look in. 

Thoughts in my head were circling. The game. Ace. Soma. This was what they did. They didn’t cruise around the world looking for excitement like I’d witnessed with other wealthy people with extra time on their hands. They didn’t go find what other deals could be made. Maybe they weren’t volunteering at the homeless shelter, but they were helping people. Exposing people and trying to turn them humble, as Soma had put it. 

There was a doorbell sound that echoed through the house. Soma blinked and stepped away from me. “Stay here. Read through the file if you’d like. Read through them all, if you wish. Ace has given me permission to show you everything.”

“Why though?”

“For the same reason I brought you to Mrs. Harvey,” he said. “Because Ace is willing to trust you with everything after spending a little time with you. Now he knows more about you. That you were playing the same game for a while, you just didn’t know you were playing it.” He went through the space between the boxes, walking out of the room.

Alone in the room, I gazed over the material. The sensation of being lost crept into me, a conflict of different ideas. My blog I’d kept for a while often featured great little boutiques with verifiable sourcing. Only not just that. For a long time, when I heard about anything, a bad restaurant that snubbed people depending on race or religion, or fashion companies and their supply chains...I found the actual facts and tried my best to provide some information. Mostly it was for myself, noting local places I chose to put my money into. But since I’d done the research, I shared it with others.

I did so with my blog, my Instagram. I didn’t think I had the power to go after anyone directly. Often, it felt like I spoke to the void, maybe hoping to convince one or two other people, who may spread word to avoid a place, or to not buy from a company.

Ace was doing something different. And in a town where people actually did listen. Like Gretta, who had read my blog. She’d promised there was more.

I went to the file cabinet, three shelves tall and unmarked on the outside.

I pulled back the top one, and I read the names on the files.

Loïc had one, as did Oliver and Zoey.

Mine was near the front. It was thin.

I pulled it out, and it only had a picture of me, printed from my blog. 

Empty.

But why? Wasn’t he going to print all the articles that people had written about me? Wouldn’t he file any information about me at all?

But Ace put his trust in me. The thought left me unsteady.

Not a lot of people would be this open. And he had been honest with me from the start. He just couldn’t tell me everything. If I were another sort of person, I could put him in serious trouble. 

I was tempted to open the one with Zoey when I heard something like shouting on the first floor. Soma was yelling at...someone.

Curious, I closed the files and went to the box wall, replacing them all and closing the door before heading to the stairs.

Soma was at the front door and trying to back up but still hold on to the door to close it. He held himself wide, trying to block off access.

I leaned on the stairs. Zoey was at the door. Her friend was holding a phone, while Zoey had lifted the shirt she was wearing, and was dipping her fingers into her bra, ready to lower it. Zoey’s hair was pulled back in a ponytail, her shirt was sheer, so you could see the bra underneath, and she wore a short skirt of shiny gold. Her eyes were wide, her face in heavy makeup perfection. It was the glint in her eyes, toying and wild. 

Her friend frowned and shifted on her feet, worried and uncertain. She wore plain shorts and a T-shirt, her hair was in a bun. “Let’s just go,” she said.

“Don’t try to shove me out again,” Zoey said to Soma. She crept forward an inch, nearly nose to nose with Soma. “And tell us where Ace is, or...” She redirected her gaze to me, blinking and looking confused. 

“Go back upstairs, Emily,” Soma said to me, in a calm yet clearly irritated voice. “Every time I move or do anything, she’s flashing herself and throwing herself on me.” He squared off his shoulders at Zoey. “I’m warning you. Back off.”

If they were recording, then they could go back, cut up what they wanted and make it look like he was harassing and attacking her. That was probably the plan for Ace as well.

This was too far.

I reached into my pocket, ready to take out the phone and call the police.

Zoey released her shirt to point a long finger at me. “I recognize you,” Zoey said. “What are you doing here?”

Her friend turned the camera onto me, although casually. She seemed unsure of where to point it.

Soma held up his hand in the way of the camera. “You’re breaking the law coming in where you’re not wanted and filming it,” Soma said. 

“We just want to see Ace,” Zoey said. “We just want to talk to him. We were invited over.”

“I doubt that highly.” He spoke over his shoulder. “Get upstairs, Em. Call security.”

The way he said security and not police had me wondering what he meant. Oliver? It’s the only other number I had. 

I tugged the phone out of my pocket. I dialed Oliver and then held up the phone, showing it to Zoey. “You really should go,” I said, more calmly than I expected to be. I didn’t want to be intimidated, even if they wanted to shove a camera in my face. “He’s out in the garage, but he’ll be here in a minute.” I turned to her friend with the phone who had been anxious already. “Don’t let her drag you down with her,” I said.

“Don’t talk to her,” Zoey said. “Don’t listen to them, Claire.”

“Claire,” I said, taking a step down. 

Claire shifted on her feet, again unsure, inching a step back.

The phone clicked, and I could hear Oliver talking, asking what is going on. I spoke to it. “Zoey is here.”

“On my way,” Oliver’s voice rang out. “One minute, don’t hang up.”

“Hear that?” Soma asked. He focused on Claire, too. “You’ve two minutes, or private security will take you downtown. And you are holding the evidence in your hands. Intimidating us and trespassing. If this is your first offence, you may get away with only three years in jail.”

Claire’s hand started to shake. “Zoey, we can’t do this again,” she said.

“Just shut up,” Zoey said. “They aren’t...”

There was a siren in the distance. It started out with a blip, silenced, and then continued, getting closer to Ace’s house.

Claire stopped aiming the camera and ran off the porch, running to a car parked across the street.

Zoey rolled her eyes and pointed a finger at me. “You’re on my list, now.” She ran off after her friend. They got into a small sedan and peeled out.

Only brave when she had someone else around to do her dirty work. I was familiar with the type. 

Soma slammed the door and pushed a palm to his forehead. “I should have looked before opening the door. I know better. She bombarded me and kept trying to barge in. She may have video of her throwing herself at me.”

“She really is out of control,” I said. “Are we sure we shouldn’t call the police on her?”

“It was a favor to Loïc that we try to avoid the police if possible, as she’d only use it for attention.” Soma turned, checking through the peephole and then angled himself to look out the side window. “Loïc bribed them last night to get out of town, but it clearly didn’t work.”

I sat down on the step hard, looking at the closed door and holding the phone in my hand. Realizing it was still on the call, I lifted it to my ear. “Oliver?”

“Around the corner. Are they still there?”

“Was that you with the siren?”

“No, I don’t use sirens. If there was one, it was just good timing.”

“They left. They’re in a silver sedan. I didn’t get the plate.”

“Are you two okay?”

“I think so.”

“Have Soma call in a security team. A private one. Right now. You’ll need twenty-four-hour protection. I’ll find the girl.” He hung up.

Soma came to the steps, putting a foot on the first one, a hand on the rail. He looked up at me. “I asked them to leave, but they shoved the camera in my face. They threatened to leave horrible messages about us on the internet, and give our address to people if I didn’t give them Ace. That may happen now.”

I pressed my lips together, thinking I should have been shaking. But I was angry. I was mad at Zoey for being so belligerent. “We need to do something about her.”

“I know,” Soma said. He moved so he could sit beside me on the step. He sat very close, looking at my face. 

“But I have to fix the thing in Atlanta,” I said. I had an idea of how to help, but with that lingering over my head...

“Ace is taking care of it,” Soma said and pulled out his phone. He typed in a text and sent it. He had a return message instantly. He showed it to me.

ACE: Making a deal now.

I shook my head, blinking at the message. “A deal for me?”

“I can only guess it’s good news,” he said. “He’ll probably tell us later.”

I pressed my fingers to my brow, rubbing. After Zoey, my heart was racing.

It still felt like I owed Ace for what he’s doing for me. There was chaos here, his home being invaded, and he was in Atlanta dealing with my stupid thing that shouldn’t even be his responsibility.

So maybe Zoey was the least I could take care of.

“He’s keeping the promise he made to me,” I said to Soma. I looked at the cell phone Oliver had given to me. I turned it over in my hands, regretting not just calling him, instead of Oliver, and not at least giving him a chance. “Maybe there’s something I can do for him.”

“What do you think that could be?”

I smoothed my fingers over the surface of the phone, considering my options. “I need time to think, and for Oliver to keep an eye on Zoey.”

“We have the party tonight,” Soma said, combing his fingers through his hair. “It’s bad timing.”

I absently chewed on my lower lip as I thought, and then realized what I was doing and stopped. “We need time for Zoey to settle down anyway. Let’s take care of Loïc and Mrs. Harvey.”

Soma’s tense face turned into something more amused. A spark lit up his dark eyes. “Tell me anything I can do to assist.”
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(Ace)

A roll of low hanging clouds formed over Atlanta’s international airport. The deal was done. There were a few loose threads as far as Eva signing off on a few things. Her things would be released to her after the deal was finalized. She would be free to go wherever she wanted.

Well, free from the police department wanting to bring her in. Her online reputation was still in shambles. That was something that could never be saved. Updates were coming out slowly that Eva was no longer wanted for questioning, that charges were being brought on Daniel.

But some people thought it a conspiracy. After all the lies Daniel had spread, he still had supporters who believed him the first time. Not that this mattered. In a week, both would disappear from people’s minds as something new arrived. If Eva stayed under the radar and Daniel didn’t do anything stupid, it would only be a temporary irritation. Evelyn, if she wanted to be online again, would have to start completely over if she wanted to avoid the drama. It was a shame. 

The small jumper plane had waited for him to arrive, and Ace rushed through security to get on board. He found his seat, close to a few other business people also making the jump to Charleston. Taking a private jet was fine, but this was already on the way.

Just when he was about to turn off his phone, a call came in from Soma.

“On the plane,” Ace said immediately when he answered. 

“I just wanted to let you know she’s in.”

“What do you mean?”

Soma’s voice seemed rather perky as he spoke. He caught Ace up on Eva talking to Oliver, who convinced her to talk to Loïc. He also told Ace what happened at the house. “Now she isn’t sure how to distract him, but she wants to. And she’s wanting to take on Zoey and Mrs. Harvey.”

Ace rubbed a palm across his face. He gazed out the window seat, and then at the heads of people in all the rows in front of him. Maybe he should have hopped a jet instead of taking the jumper plane so he could freely speak what he was thinking. “I’m not sure if this is a good idea anymore.”

“Has the plan changed?”

“No... Loïc is a little too interested for my taste. And I’m starting to like her. I don’t want to feel like I’m feeding the wolf.”

“How interested is Loïc, do you think?”

“Enough to imply he could take her from me if he really wanted. I don’t know how serious he is about it or if he’s just trying to goad me.” Ace pressed his head back against the seat. “I know I’ve only known her for a day but...” He couldn’t finish the sentence. Things had changed a lot since he picked her up. She was exciting and beautiful and from what he learned about her, from her blog and over dinner, she was the sort of person he’d like to keep around if she were interested. 

Soma continued. “If I know Loïc, if he is interested, and if he knows you are interested...”

“He’ll make it a competition,” Ace said. “I know.”

“So don’t let him know you’re interested.”

“I’m not sure I can keep it to myself. You know how I am.”

Soma paused. “Let her go ahead of you to this event tonight. I’d wager he’ll try to play hard to get again, but she’s eager to put herself out there as a distraction. That was what you wanted, right? I think she feels the same thing you do regarding him. I don’t see her being turned on by his ways. I think she’ll get frustrated.”

Ace wasn’t so sure. Loïc was always pretty good at figuring out just how to get under someone’s skin. How to sweet talk to snake his way into someone’s affections. 

It was way too soon to be thinking of this. She just got off the hook, and they’d only known each other a short while.

Would she even be into anyone else romantically after what happened to her? Maybe he needed to take it easy.

The flight attendant was coming down the rows, and Ace anticipated getting scolded for having his phone on still instead of on airplane mode. “I’ve got to go,” Ace said. “Send her on to the event if she wants to go. She’s her own person, and she can decide. Just help her see him for who he really is. I don’t see her as the type to get too close to anyone she doesn’t want to be close to and she won’t like his games.”

“I think she’ll surprise you all in the end. She’s pretty...exquisite.”

Soma hung up before Ace had a chance to ask what he meant. He turned his cell phone off and stared at the black screen.

He didn’t want to get roped into the same game Loïc thought he wanted to play. 

But if Evelyn was interested in the game, maybe she’d stick around to play.

And then, maybe...
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(Eva)

Ace still wasn’t back by the time I had to get ready for the charity event, but he sent word I should go ahead, and he’d meet me there.

It was perfect, because it gave me a chance to get a head start. I wanted some sort of progress I could give him by the time he showed up. 

I wanted to show him how much I appreciated his help, after fouling things up before.

I sat in the back of the town car, driven by Soma. I wore the lace cherry blossom dress, my hair framing my face. I had a white lace shawl draped around my elbows and carried a small purse. I had put on the makeup like before, changing my features slightly. I was starting to get used to the new me. My sunburn, under the makeup, looked like a mild tan. It didn’t feel as bad now, but I’d taken precautions with an aspirin, hoping it would last as long as this event went on. 

With the phone in my hands, I looked over the texts Gretta sent to me. She’d uncovered, on good authority, that Mrs. Harvey was indeed using the same old sweatshop in Malaysia she had been using for a long time. The same kids were working there. The same horrible conditions were put upon them to earn a meager wage. Most of the girls were forced onto birth control to continue to work there, and anyone pregnant was let go. Yet there were reports of sexual harassment from the employers. None were given protection from the chemicals used or for some of the dangerous equipment.

Horrible. How could she have gotten away with that for so long? 

I allowed the phone screen to go dim, and I gazed out the window.

Charleston had long disappeared as we headed northward. Soma wove the car through a lane lined on either side by live oaks, their moss hanging from large limbs and swaying in a breeze. The oaks were so tall and made almost an archway through which we drove. 

I fiddled with the shawl, working out my fidgeting and nervousness in the car. 

I willed myself to change that nervousness to excitement.

The exact excitement I needed to boost my confident. I lifted my head, going over formal introductions and my ability to small talk in a crowd, something I had improved over the years.

This was under different circumstances. I wasn’t here for fun. 

Soma slowed the car as we approached a large gate surrounded by a brick wall. The wall blocked off either side around the property. There was a pillar on either side of the gate, on the left, a stone cougar stood, gray and staring, appearing ready to pounce. His partner stood on the other side, looking somber, and yet ears were up, on alert and watching. 

The iron wrought gate was wide open. 

There was a placard to one side: Belle Cielo. 

Thick billowing clouds swept across the sky beyond the trees, promising shade from the sun, but also the chance of a sprinkle or two. 

“How long before Ace gets in?” I asked.

“You’ve got forty minutes, give or take. His plane hasn’t landed yet, but it is close to Charleston. It doesn’t take that long to take a cab out here.”

“He doesn’t have to change?”

“He’ll be ready.” Soma peered back at me using the rearview mirror. “If you have a plan, get to it quickly. Use the phone to contact me at any time. I’ll be nearby.”

He’d entered his number and Ace’s into the phone Oliver had given me, just in case. I breathed in deeply and then let it out slow. Would it be enough time? I didn’t exactly have a plan beyond following what Soma had said they did. 

Anyone she talked business to, quietly inform them, out of hearing range, what I know. Just be honest. 

As we continued beyond the gate and down the lane, the trees had blocked view of anything we might be approaching. Suddenly, we reached the end, the lane turned and shortly after, the estate loomed ahead.

I sat forward, gazing out the window.

The pavement changed to something like a fine gravel. White bricks followed the lane like a sidewalk on either side.

The lane came around to a circular drive. Soma slowed, as there were a couple of cars ahead of us, and we had to wait.

The exterior was dark brick, but there were mature hydrangea bushes and magnolia and small Japanese maples trees surrounding the front. There were pockets of space around bushes and flowers for statues as well. The house appeared to be only two stories, although there appeared to be sections where there were extra rooms above the second floor. The whole façade was something akin to early English Renaissance era, with a few modern touches. 

Very upscale.

Breathe, Eva, I told myself. You know what to do.

Within moments, Soma pulled up to the front of the house, where an attendant opened my door, offering a hand to assist me out. I accepted it and rose, being guided away from the car.

I kept my head back, shoulders relaxed. There were people along the path toward the front door, some had stopped, checking the gardens and angling around to take in the statues. Attendants walked around, offering assistance, taking cars to be parked, and encouraging people inside. A couple of guests looked my way as I approached the house. Some with friendly, curious faces. Others held simple disinterest. I wasn’t known to them.

Good. No recognition.

As I passed some, I bowed my head politely in greeting, smiling, occasionally saying hello to anyone who met my eye. I could have introduced myself, but I didn’t want to get roped into conversation this soon and not have a chance to get the head start I wanted. I made my way toward the large, white front doors.

Inside, I admired the grand foyer, complete with a winding staircase to a second floor. There were Greek revival statues on pillars around the walls. Some were half-naked women, gazing upward toward the ceiling, and others were men, looking longingly at the women who weren’t looking at them. 

Another attendant with a clipboard greeted me. She wore dark pants, and a crisp white shirt and kept her hair tidy on top of her head. She angled her clipboard to me. “Hello,” she said. “I just need your name. I’m sorry, I don’t remember your face.”

I was familiar with such security and tried to appear assured that I should be here. “Emily...” I hesitated. I hadn’t made up a last name for myself and I wasn’t sure if I was listed on her invitation sheet. “I’m actually with Ace Waris, but he’s running a little late.” I pulled the cell phone from the small white bag I carried. “I could call him if you need to verify.”

“Right,” she said and smiled. “Emily. No, don’t worry. I was told to expect you.” She made a checkmark near a handwritten name.

Emily Courteau.

Did Ace leave that name?

Did Loïc know about it?

The attendant smiled. “Welcome to Belle Cielo.”

I puzzled over the name, but I knew I wouldn’t get an answer until Ace arrived.

To my left and right, the house continued on, but everyone seemed to be focused on a set of doors directly opposite the front. 

I smiled and nodded my way through the crowd of people heading outside as directed.

The back porch made it clear that there was a left and right wing of the main part of the house. The porch extended out and made a half circle around a small grass courtyard surrounding a tree, with another statue standing under it. She held a bow, with an arrow aimed skyward.

Beyond the courtyard were more green grounds, and what appeared to be a pool, fit with two pool houses, rose gardens, and who knew what else that lay beyond my range of sight.

There was enough to explore here for weeks. The property seemed immense. This wasn’t just the rich and fabulous of Charleston. Loïc was upper crust of the upper crust.

Tables were lined up in the courtyard. At the very center stood a fountain where people held glasses up to take a clear liquid from it. I imagined it was champagne of some sort. Out on the grounds, people were taking their own tours. Art was set up on pedestals on the walkway. There were attendants handing out little books with pencils. 

I hadn’t been told there was a private auction, but then I remembered this was a charity event. Now that I knew, I relaxed a little. There would be plenty to distract people with the art, the grounds, and general socializing. They may not look too close at me.

I scanned the courtyard, peering at various faces, but I didn’t see Loïc.

However, I did spot Mrs. Harvey.

She wore a very snug purple dress with thin shoulder straps. She was lean with just enough shape at the chest and hips to define her as a woman, and her long, dark hair was draped over her shoulder. She wore shades big enough to cover her brows and cheekbones while she stood by a painting and talked to someone. 

I pressed my fingertips to my palms. Until I could find Loïc, I could at least do this. This was just the more nerve-wracking part.

I moved to stand behind her. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but Soma had said to be flexible. Don’t confront her directly. The point of the game was to either change her mind about her business or make it so she couldn’t do business. 

I waited and listened.

“It is horrible, isn’t it?” she said, clasping her hands delicately against the champagne glass she held on to. She looked into the man’s eyes she was standing next to, with her thickly painted smile not reaching her cold eyes. “The store couldn’t pay me for garments I offered to let them sell on credit. When I pulled the collection, she started to spread vicious lies. I’m just so glad I’m out from under it now.”

Ugh. I breathed a curse under my breath, and then quickly corrected myself, turning to gaze at another small painting near the one Mrs. Harvey was standing next to. I just couldn’t believe how far she’d go to protect herself by saying such slanderous things about the shop owner. I hated putting the shop owner in the middle of this and making them a target. 

It steeled my resolve. 

Mrs. Harvey continued, “So I’ve planned to put together a little shop of my own. I thought it was time for my brand to step out. I want to start here. Which is why I was interested in that fine retail spot you own. Tell me about it.”

I studied the man’s face as he spoke to her, trying to commit it to memory. At least I knew the lie she was spreading. I just needed to keep an eye on everyone she spoke to. I could talk to them later.

I stayed, listening to the woman go on. I debated staying nearby and seeing who else she talked to.

Suddenly, the man said, “Just give my office a call. I need to find our host. I haven’t said hello yet.”

Good.

They parted ways, but instead of following Mrs. Harvey, I trailed behind the man. He was older, with a gray moustache and caterpillar eyebrows that seemed to crawl and wriggle whenever he arched a brow or twitched them, which was often.

I shadowed him until he joined a collection of men standing in a circle on the edge of the rear lawn that overlooked the grounds.

I paused, finding myself unable to hide that I was following and in an awkward way. I could either go out into the grounds like other guests, or I had to awkwardly make an introduction.

Luckily, Loïc was in the center of the circle. 

The polyester blend suit he wore was very much like the one he had worn the evening before at the restaurant. The tie was slim and matte black. He lacked a coat this time, and instead wore a plain white shirt. The sleeves were sitting high on his forearms, and the collection of silver and leather cuffs were prominent. The glasses were an interesting touch. 

No labels. Like Gretta had said, many didn’t care for brand names at all. The clothes themselves needed to be good enough for people to ask questions. His clothing, his hair style, his choice in accessories—like the first time I spotted him, I sensed power and cunning...and something downright ruthless in the way he gazed at those around him.

He held a champagne glass in one hand and no expression on his face. He actually seemed bored.

“Mr. Courteau,” said the man I had followed as he walked up to him. He reached a hand out to him in offering. “Had to see you once before I got lost on your amazing property.”

Loïc offered a handshake and the smallest of smiles that was on the border of politeness and teasing. “Easy to do here,” he said, his tone suave. 

The man nodded, opened his mouth to say something and then spotted someone next to him. “Say, Carlson.” He approached the man and clapped him on the shoulder. “Someone is eager to get into my retail space. Are you sure you want to wait on it?”

Loïc turned from the group, focus turning to the house and started to walk away. 

I hesitated, not wanting to go too far to lose the man Mrs. Harvey had spoken to and yet not wanting to miss the opportunity to get Loïc’s attention.

I angled myself so that Loïc had to pass me to get to the house. I sidestepped into his path, forcing him to look at me.

His light eyes drifted up behind his glasses, meeting my gaze.

I held some air in my lungs, not wanting to let it out. His stare shook me through, threatening to knock me down where I stood.

“Mr. Courteau,” I said. I tried to remain cool and confident. I held a hand out to him, offering. “Thank you for allowing me to come. You’ve a lovely home.”

There was short dip in the corner of his mouth. Displeasure?

“Welcome,” he said simply. He took my hand, and bent and kissed my knuckles briefly, but in an air kiss, not touching my hand. He rose again, and then proceeded to turn his body, relaxing his hand in ready to let go.

Say something. Do something.

I held his hand tighter, forcing him to wait and I drummed up what I thought was a charming smile.

“The weather is so comfortable,” I said, trying to be a bit more eloquent with my small talk. “Perfect for something like this, isn’t it? It’s like it was custom made for today.” 

He squinted at my face, his hand wrapped around mine a little tighter.

He pulled me in, and he pressed his cheek to mine, and to anyone else, it may have looked like he was simply giving me an air kiss. As he was French, it’d be unsurprising.

Instead, his lips met my ear, and he whispered, “Why do you torture me with small talk? A smart sophisticate like you should never be reduced to a moment pretending to be baffled by weather patterns.”

My heart raced—at his words, at him being close. 

He released my hand before he pulled away, not giving me another chance to hang on to him.

Before I could think of something else, he was heading toward another collection of guests nearby. Going after him would appear desperate.

The flat dismissal and refusal to talk settled into me, and I found myself staring off, blinking repeatedly, and forcing the smile to remain on my face. Meanwhile, I was repeating what he said in my brain. 

I held a breath, longer than I should have, letting it out in a burst. I pushed my fingertips to my lips, hovering for a moment. Why was I so nervous around him? Why did I feel needy for his attention? That wasn’t like me.

Maybe he simply wasn’t interested. Oliver had asked him a favor on my behalf, but he had suspected me to be a gold digger before. Maybe he still felt that way. Or perhaps he thought I was dating Ace seriously and he was giving me a respectable distance, since Ace was his friend.

At any rate, he didn’t know much about me, even if Oliver had told him everything. I was a stranger at his party.

How was it my heart still burned in some sort of odd...jealousy? Some deep part of me wanted something. Anything. A little bit of attention and a flicker of desire or interest. 

It wasn’t just Ace wanting me to distract him. It felt like he didn’t even consider me good enough for even a short conversation.

What if he didn’t even want me here? Whether he thought me a gold digger or just a troublemaker with my past that he was well aware of, I started to doubt my ability to do much of anything with him. He simply wasn’t interested in me. 

Well, one failure. I might try again, but I wasn’t holding my breath for this one. Maybe Ace would have another plan. Besides, according to their game, this was just helping Ace get ahead.

And I wasn’t so sure I wanted to help him, as much as I wanted to get on the scorecard. 

My eyes drifted to the man with the caterpillar eyebrows. I was already here, and I needed to do this next part before I lost the opportunity.

I stood behind him and tried to get Loïc out of my brain. I forced myself to focus on the conversation.

Eventually, the man said, “Yes, Mrs. Harvey was interested in that space. You know the woman with the lingerie company...”

I stepped up beside him, placing a soft hand on his elbow. “Excuse me,” I said, smiling softly and trying to avoid being too amused by his crawling eyebrows. “Did you say Mrs. Harvey?”

He nodded and laughed. “A friend, I take it?”

“Oh, not really. I was surprised to hear the name. Gretta from Tissu Deax and I were just discussing her.”

He turned to me, broadening his smile. “What’s your name?”

“Emily,” I said and offered him my hand. “I’m new here. I came with Ace Waris.” He wasn’t here yet, but with the immense grounds, he wouldn’t notice him not having arrived.

“Emily,” he said and he nodded, shaking my hand vigorously. “Right, I heard he had someone new.”

“Word gets around?”

“Always,” he said. “I didn’t realize Gretta was here.”

“Actually, she got me in for a fitting today,” I said, and I brushed my hand over the lace of the cherry blossom dress. “Exquisite work, don’t you think?”

He laughed and those caterpillar eyebrows seemed to dance. “She always does interesting work, although I don’t really know a lot about women’s fashion. What did she have to say about Mrs. Harvey?”

“Oh she was just reading up about her sources,” I said. I pushed my fingers to my lips, trying to appear embarrassed. “That horrible scandal about child workers. She was hoping Mrs. Harvey corrected it...” I trailed off, looking sad. “It’s a shame. Her designs are excellent. If she’d only get better sources or correct the supplier in their practices.”

It was a tricky southern way of complimenting and scolding at the same time. Just like Loïc had just done to me, in a gentle way. But the point was very clear. 

The man sucked at his teeth, making a couple of clicking sounds. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Yes, the kind shop owner who had found out from someone returning garments when they heard of the fiasco...I hope she’s not too embarrassed a customer had to let her know.” I had been the one to return the clothes, but no one needed to know. 

The man laughed and shook his head. “Well, it can take time for information to come up. I’m sure no one will think little of her. That sort of thing isn’t expected. You get discovered very quickly by society today.”

“I thought other people may have heard the news when I heard you mention her. I heard another article was being prepared with an update soon. Have you seen it?”

“Not yet,” he said and then he clapped me on the elbow, holding it firm. “But if what you say is true, you may be saving people a lot of problems in the future.”

I sighed and nodded, trying to appear somber. “For the best, perhaps. Maybe she’ll change sources.”

“Maybe she shouldn’t be doing business here,” he said. 

I nodded solemnly, silently agreeing. I tried not to smile at all. Was this working? Since I was new, I was sure he’d double check, but at least it was one person to spread word.

We did a bit of small talk about the weather and the art auction. He wandered away, back to the man he had been talking to before. 

Was that good enough? Was that a point? Or was it only when something happened? 

I wasn’t sure, but I turned around, wanting to find Loïc again. Since this had gone so well, I was feeling confident. Maybe I’d try again.
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I drifted around the property after that, keeping mostly to myself, with a small buzz, proud of myself. 

At some point, I returned to collect a champagne glass and scoured the gardens. There were more people attending than I expected, so it was easy to float past groups. The property was so immense, I shortly became distracted by its beauty.

When would I get another chance?

I wandered out to the edge of the backyard grounds, past a large mirror pool overlooking a hill to a forest beyond it. There was a small lake, with a floating Japanese style building I wanted to explore. An attendant told me there was a rose garden, an apiary, a greenhouse, another cottage, and a large hedge sculpture garden as well. 

I heard whispers that there was even a garden maze. Several groups of people went to look for it.

With so much ground to cover, people were everywhere. There were attendants all over, giving directions, encouraging people to walk the maze or visit the Japanese house or any of the gardens. The whole property was open to exploration. Art pieces had been included at every point of interest.

I thought I’d get lucky and run into Loïc along the way. It made sense he’d be among the guests somewhere. The land was immense. If he was around, I hadn’t spotted him.

However, I did hear more than once about Mrs. Harvey and her sweatshop and her tanking business. What was new to me was that there was word that she doubled the order without a word about working conditions. It made sense if she intended to do her own boutique and was looking to rent space. Anyone who bothered could look up the details; apparently, the author posted the information on her blog as a follow-up. Word was out and spreading.

If I were her, I’d be embarrassed to be here.

I hoped Mrs. Harvey would try to make a change, maybe cancel her order or impose upon the manufacturers to fix themselves before buying any more from them. I wasn’t even aware if it was illegal to do what she was doing in the country she was dealing in, only severely unethical and highly frowned upon by Americans. 

If she struck out here, wouldn’t she move on to another city?

I returned to the house, but only a few guests lingered in a formal living room near the central staircase. It was a lavish room, and the house seemed to go on beyond it. The other side of the house appeared to be closed off, as it contained the kitchens where the attendants were working from.

Loïc wasn’t among the guests in the living room area, either. I wasn’t sure about exploring beyond it.

Attendants were still standing by the front door. I readied myself and went to the woman who had greeted me earlier.

“Excuse me,” I said. I paused and then smiled big. “The whole event seems to be going very well. You must be proud.”

She lit up at my comment. “One of the best ones I’ve worked. Thank you.”

“Can I nip upstairs and find a powder room? The one on the first floor is occupied. I know there’s a second one, but I can’t remember where...” I waved to the second floor. “But is there one up there somewhere not too far?”

The attendant smiled. “No problem. Top of the stairs, two doors on your right.”

I thanked her and ambled up the stairs.

At the top of the staircase, I paused. The marble floor at the bottom had a maze-like pattern in the dark and light tiles. I studied it. I wondered if it matched the maze out in the gardens.

The hallway beyond the stairwell was grand, with the ceiling arched overhead, and pillars built into the walls, showing up occasionally between each doorway. The carpet was elaborate, with a carpet runner design woven into the material. There were wood tables along the hallway, polished to a gleam with large vases and with gold etching, all much grander than what Ace had at his home.

No sign of Loïc up here, either.

Too curious for my own good, I took my own tour. I meant no harm and hoped Loïc wouldn’t mind. I peeked into open doors, not touching the closed ones. 

I was sure I found the master suite at the end of the hallway. The double doors were open wide, as if inviting anyone to come in.

The ceiling was a soaring dome overhead. The bed was in the center of the room, four poster, with heavy drapery at each post. There were two sitting areas, one in front of the bed and one behind it. Beyond all of that was a wall that had archway openings on either side, and I imagined those led to the en-suite bathroom. There was a set of French doors that led out onto a terrace. The terrace overlooked a private garden, cut off from the main grounds so no guests were down there.

I was being nosy, but it didn’t appear Loïc was anywhere. Not that I wanted to run into him up here in his private rooms. That wouldn’t go over well with his current idea of me. I meant no harm, and it wouldn’t surprise me if a few guests had found their way to poke around as well, a common thing when invited to a home party.

I turned away from the bed and bumped into another person. I had a heart attack where I stood, jumping a little back, my heels threatening to give way under my feet with how I wobbled.

Ace caught me by the elbows, holding me up. “Eva,” he said, a little breathless. “What are you doing up here?”

I caught myself and laughed. “Sorry. I was...doing what you asked me to. Mostly. I started out looking for Loïc, and then I got nosy.”

Ace beamed at me. He wore the elegant Vanquish suit, the gray material lavish on his form. Despite his hesitation to wear it, it looked exquisite on him. His blond-kissed hair was a little haphazard but in a stylish way. His light blue eyes lit up. “What I asked?”

I shrugged, giving up for now since I had run out of time. “I wanted to get Loïc distracted, although I keep failing at it. Soma says he’s interested but he keeps walking away when I try to talk to him.”

Ace sliced is hand through the air, dismissive. The fine suit seemed fluid on his body as he moved. “Don’t worry about it. Listen, you don’t have to do that. I work kind of impulsively, and I should have thought this out more. He’s a tricky bastard.”

I reached for his hand and held it between mine to get his attention. I wanted him to know how sincere I was. “I wanted to. Soma told me you went to Atlanta for me. I’m a little afraid to ask about that. Did it go okay?”

He nodded and tugged gently at my hands to get me to follow him toward the doors to the terrace. He opened one of them. “Let me tell you about it.”

“Out there?” I asked. “Won’t people see us? Are we not supposed to be in here?”

His smile lifted and he shrugged. “Loïc won’t mind.”

I went with him. There was a small collection of potted plants and flowers along the rail, and below, the little private garden was filled with angel statues and stone paths. We were only half secluded being so high up, but to see us, one would have to be a distance out in the property, too far away perhaps to see details.

I breathed in the fresh, breezy air again and admired the view of the private garden below and the grounds around us that we could see. “He’s got a nice house.”

Ace tugged my wrist, getting my attention. “Listen, Eva. You should know, Loïc did a lot of the bargaining for you in Atlanta. I just walked in at the end.”

I blinked at him. “Loïc?”

“I didn’t want to keep it from you,” he said. “I didn’t want to take all the credit when he earned a good part of it. And also, when you hear the terms, just know I was too late to actually put in anything else. I would have done the same thing, I think. I was just last man there. Although I did get the evidence we needed to make the deal...”

My lips moved on their own, forming the start of syllables for a minute. What he was saying didn’t add up to me. “He... I saw him earlier. He didn’t say anything about it.”

Ace cocked an eyebrow. “What did he say?”

“I said something about the weather, and he said...something about it being boring to him. And then he walked away.”

Ace’s mouth twitched and then he laughed, low and rich. “He’s playing too hard to get.”

“Pardon?”

There was a more throaty chuckle emanating from him as he spoke and stepped closer to me. “Never mind him. Listen, I wanted to tell you.” He reached up, cupping my cheeks in his palms, beaming. “You’re in the clear, Eva. Your boyfriend was the only one who knew where the pills had come from. He admitted it on record. And he had to make a full confession as a result, freeing you in the process. He’s getting off too light, but it stopped you from having to go back. Although, you’ll need to write out a statement and sign it. We can do that tonight if you want.”

I lifted myself until I was floating on my toes, too excited to stand properly. I bit my lower lip to stop myself from bursting into a ridiculous smile or giggling. “That’s great,” I said. “I can’t believe that’s it. I...I didn’t think it’d be so fast... if it was going to happen at all.”

“It isn’t always like that. Usually people are too late and the police have to untangle a bunch of lies. This isn’t exactly over. He’s got time to screw it up, and the media will still follow him for a while. We got lucky with the circumstances.” Ace brightened more, sliding his hands from my face to my shoulders. “You’re just lucky you ran into me.”

“I was lucky,” I said. I settled on my heels again, the elation fading out of me. “I...am still a little homeless. And after that fiasco, I can’t imagine I’ll be able to do much work in any sense. Gretta was able to recognize me. Anyone else in the same industry might, too.” That’s what was haunting me since meeting Gretta. Anyone in the industry I worked in probably was curious about the news. 

“Then maybe you should stay,” Ace said, the amusement fading from his eyes to something more sincere, more concern easing it, like the first time I saw him. “Here. I mean.”

“I am starting to like Charleston,” I said. “I’d have to find an apartment.” My mind buzzed with everything I’d need. And it might take a bit of time to figure out another avenue of income.

He shrugged. “You could stay with me until you figure it out.”

“You?” I glanced out over the grounds, looking at the people who wandered around. I wanted to say yes, but it felt...wrong. Like I’d be confirming to Loïc I was what he thought I was.

But did I feel that way? 

“I...” I stammered for something to say to explain how I felt. “We can’t go on faking I’m your girlfriend. It wouldn’t be right.” After my ex, and just landing here, it was too soon, too much. I didn’t want that expectation. I didn’t want him to think I could commit right now.

Besides, maybe it just wasn’t in me.

He tilted his head. “I probably shouldn’t have suggested that...” He moved a palm over his own heart. “I’m impulsive. Soma would tell you never to listen to anything that comes out of my mouth right off the bat.”

“I also don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage,” I said. 

“Never,” he said. “I’m offering. My home is yours, if you want. Want to work somewhere in the city? Let me know and I’ll put in a good word. Anywhere.”

His silver platter of offers was alluring. But it felt selfish of me. I still hadn’t done anything for him. “I don’t know...”

“Soma told me you were up to the game.”

“I think I scored a point,” I said. “Just out there.”

He rolled his eyes and gazed out at the people below. “We’ll see. Soma keeps the score. You have to get him to approve. But you could consider staying on the basis of an internship.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it. If you want to join in on the game, we could work together.”

I smirked. “And it’s us scoring points as a team?”

He rolled his eyes. “You can score your own points. I wouldn’t even keep score except Loïc likes to rub it in my face.”

Why did he make it sound so simple? Still, I felt I owed him a lot. I wasn’t going to be able to pay him back financially, but I felt I could help him in some other way. “Ace,” I said softly, “it sounds like fun...”

He beamed and took up my hand again, covering it with the other and encasing it. “Absolutely.”

“But I want to help out.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to. Isn’t there something I can do? Maybe...maybe if I didn’t score a point here, I can work with you on something else. I can try to distract Loïc. Maybe I can offer house cleaning to you? Take some burden off Soma?” I didn’t want to replace Soma at his job. He did work for Ace, didn’t he? Although it felt like it was the other way around at times.

His smile softened and massaged my hand. “Can I ask you a favor now?”

I nodded. 

“Will you...let me kiss you? Right here?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“I just want to drive Loïc crazy a little.”

He’d said he was impulsive with decisions. “I haven’t seen him around. Can he see us?”

“I’m sure he’s watching.”

I wondered how he knew that. Still, he knew Loïc better than I did. And maybe that would kind of let Loïc know I wasn’t to be dismissed if Ace, his friend, appeared to like me. 

And it was in me to jab a bit at Loïc for snubbing me. 

He winked at me, then leaned in, puckering his lips, and he kissed me.

The kiss lingered, and I remained still, but a spark deep inside me, what I first thought was nervousness, ignited into desire and excitement.

He knew I wasn’t interested in a commitment, so this turned into something more fun. 

I parted my lips, opening myself up. I placed a palm at his chest, fingers tracing his tie a little.

He sucked in a short breath, but responded, turning his head, lowering his hands to my waist and pulling me closer.

The edge of sensual longing threatened to take over.

And why shouldn’t I, if he was interested? Maybe it was the way Loïc dismissed me so easily, but I wanted to be wanted.

I stepped closer to him, enough that my chest pressed gently into him.

He pulled his head away, breaking the kiss, but he stayed close. Ace gazed at me with half-opened eyes, his hands still clinging to my waist. “Eva,” he breathed.

A blush radiated through me. I don’t know if he meant to go that far, but I didn’t want to appear too eager. I still barely knew him. 

How was I feeling so attracted to him? His charm? The fine suit that felt so smooth under my hands? Because he saved me from having to face Atlanta police alone? I didn’t want to believe my feelings were that shallow. There was more to him and I liked how honest and forthcoming he was. How he picked me up without knowing me and insisted on helping when he could have dismissed me as easily as Loïc. “Yes, Ace?” I said softly.

“I just wanted to ask you...did you have anyone you were really close to in Atlanta? Your blog seemed to suggest you were usually alone.”

I hoped my makeup masked any redness from the heated blush at my skin. “I didn’t have a lot of time...”

“And I met your boyfriend. Your ex, I mean. It didn’t seem like you were close. I know we’re doing this to mess with Loïc, but...is this completely off the table for you, or do we just need space?”

I shrugged, and then turned my face, gazing down at the people walking around on the grounds with their champagne, gazing at art or turned to each other in conversation. 

“I was never really comfortable with anyone,” I said. “People in my own tax bracket often misunderstood me. Thought I assumed myself better than them. The few who I dated who could afford it...maybe it was just me, but most men assumed I could be bought like a prize. Caught between worlds, in a way.”

“Are you happy doing things alone?”

I lifted my gaze back to him. My fingers toyed with his tie. “I’ve gotten shy. I can small-talk anyone, but I get a bit unsure of myself when people get to know me.”

Ace snorted shortly. He gripped my waist a little tighter. “You could charm the pants off of anyone down there at the party. Literally. Any man here... or lady if you prefer.”

I smirked. “Not my style to charm anyone’s pants off. And here, I mean, I wouldn’t want anyone to assume I was gold digging.”

“I love your style, Eva,” he said. “It’s not gold digging if you’re happy where you were and the money didn’t matter. Would you stay with me if I lived in a tiny apartment?”

“Absolutely. I wouldn’t complain if all I had was a couch.”

“You can sleep on my couch if you want.”

I broke a smile and giggled. 

He beamed. “I want to kiss you again, but I don’t care about Loïc this time.”

I met his gaze, the seriousness behind the amusement. 

Ace drew me away from the balcony and waited until we were standing together out of sight of the garden before he pulled me to him.

He kissed me roughly this time, his stylishly unshaven face pushing against my mouth as he dove in.

I gripped at his suit coat. It had been a lot time since I kissed anyone new, and the thrill spurred a new excitement in me. I went light on my toes again, pushing my mouth against his, welcoming the kiss.

He held on to my waist again, and one hand slid to the small of my back.

I dropped the purse and shawl I’d carried, and heard them fall to the floor.

Ace was incredible. And a great kisser. I breathed in the cologne he wore, which had been subtle, but was rich, earthy. My hands felt his chest and shoulders underneath the smooth Vanquish material. 

I never felt this for my ex. This was different. He seemed to understand I was hesitant at commitment, yet could handle this sort of affection. 

He came up for air and gazed at me again. “Eva,” he said, his voice a little gruff. He swallowed thickly and then pressed his lips together shortly. “Let me take you on a date. A real one.”

“I...” 

“To Greece.”

My eyebrow lifted. “What?”

“Or Paris.” 

My mouth formed an O shape.

He laughed and shook his head. “I’m starting to really adore that look. Be careful, Eva.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Deadly,” he said. “I don’t care where we go. Let’s get away from here, away from Loïc. Away from everything until talk dies down. I’ll make sure a PR team goes behind everything after it dies down and deletes or removes everything it can quietly. People will forget. You know they will. We’ll stay away long enough for them to not remember your face.”

“I appreciate the thought.” I smiled though a bit confused. “Isn’t it a bit soon? I mean, going to Europe...”

“Maybe the Caribbean. Something closer?”

“I don’t have my passport here.”

“I’ll go get your passport.”

I pressed my palms to his chest, just relaxing next to him. “Why do you want to take off? Isn’t Charleston far enough?”

“Because maybe I want to for fun, and I’d rather you go with me.” He paused and then he sighed. “Look, maybe it’s because of Loïc. He’s a little crazy.” He took up my hand again, holding it in his. “And I don’t want his antics getting in the way of me getting to know you.”

He wanted to separate us? “Are you that worried?”

He nodded, and then smoothed his hands up and down my back. “More that he’ll find it hilarious to himself to throw more people like Zoey at us to frustrate us. Going away gives us a chance to get to know each other. Start over. Let me know the real Eva, not from her blog or whatever. And you can ask me anything. I’m an open book.”

“I don’t know yet about taking off on a cruise.” I paused, not wanting to deter him, but I wanted to think about this. My gaze settled on Loïc’s bed in the middle of the room. “We could really get under Loïc’s skin before we leave,” I said. I tugged him toward the bed.

Ace’s eyes widened. “Who’s the one moving a little fast now?”

I rolled my eyes and urged him to get on the bed. “We don’t have to do anything. Just make it look like we did.”

He sat on the bed, and I went back for the shawl.

I nudged him until he was laying in the middle, and I was next to him. I pressed my head to the pillow, rumpling the bed and making impressions. 

Ace burst out laughing and then rolled onto his side, watching what I was doing. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Think he’ll notice?” I asked, rolling around a little.

“Oh yeah,” he said.

I took the shawl and stuffed it under the pillow.

He took it and then put it between the sheets. “Shove it down there,” he said. “Don’t let a maid find it first when they turn down the bed.”

After we rumpled things up, he stood and took my hand. 

“Now let’s get out of here before someone else comes by and sees us,” I said, rising. 

“Like I’d care,” Ace said.

I followed him down the hallway, holding his hand and feeling a little lighter about the situation, exchanging conspiratorial smiles. I knew we probably had to linger a little at the party, but I was eager to leave. 

I didn’t want to be so bitter, but I hoped Loïc found the shawl and recognized it as mine. I wanted him to know I’d been in his room, with Ace, with the suggestion we had fooled around in there.

Although, the question of why lingered with me. Maybe I didn’t want to go out of town with Ace, because I was still determined to get Loïc to even look at me. 

And with the way Ace was trying to bribe me away, I was more curious than ever to figure out Loïc for myself. 
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It was getting later in the evening when we returned to the party below, with the sun starting to descend. There was an announcement that bidding would end in an hour. We were to join everyone in a tent to hear about the charity and to confirm who won each auctioned item. 

Tables were being set up in the lawn under an open tent. I hadn’t realized dinner was part of this, but it made sense if people were putting money into art that they be fed well before they went home. There had been appetizers floating around, but I’d missed all of them from roaming around the grounds.

Ace wanted to see the collection for sale, and we took our time going to different parts of the grounds. Now that I was off duty, so to speak, I was finally able to really take in how beautiful Belle Cielo really was.

I begged him to check out the maze.

“I know it by heart,” he said and winked at me. 

The maze was quite a distance from the main house. The hedges were over our heads, but Ace said as long as you kept going right, you’d eventually find the center, and if you kept going, you got back out.

He made a few lefts immediately going in. “I know the shortcuts,” he said.

He was right about knowing his way. We reached the midpoint garden quickly. The center of the maze was another marble floor with a large Asian tiger standing on a pedestal. The marble flooring was the exact same as the floor of his house in the entryway, with a map of the maze on it. I suspected it was there so people could learn a way out if they were lost in the middle.

The center had a few of pieces of art on pedestals, although two were missing, and attendants were covering the others in prep to move out of the maze.

I was inspecting the floor, the maze and trying to figure out Ace’s shortcuts. 

Ace stood beside me. “Think you can beat me back out?”

I nodded. There were a couple of options to get out once you were paying attention. “I can’t run in the heels, but if you promise not to rush, I can meet you on the path.”

“I’ll be waiting,” he said and started off in one direction, and then when I started to go toward another opening, he jumped over and darted down that same path. “I want this one,” he said.

I smiled coyly, not wanting him to think he had any sort of advantage, checked the map once more and then hurried to another option.

Halfway though, I accidentally lost count if turns and ended up in a dead end. 

I sighed. I wasn’t going to beat him. I started doing what he said, taking all right turns and just hoping to find my way out.

I was about to take another turn when I bumped into someone coming the other direction.

I looked up, finding a stern looking man with a snarl on his face that seemed to be permanent. He wore a dark suit and there was a fine line of sweat on his face.

“I’m sorry,” I said. I ducked my head, wanting to get away from him quickly. I wasn’t going to judge, as I knew some people just appeared mean without being so.

He took a long look at me. “You’re Ace’s girl, aren’t you?”

Had we been that noticeable? Charleston was more small town than I thought. “Yes,” I said. “My name is Emily.”

He turned fully to me, his broad shoulders drawing back. “You’re the one spreading lies about my wife.”

Before I could think of how to reply, Mrs. Harvey turned the same corner and stood beside her husband. 

She spoke to her husband. “Who are you talking...” Her head turned my direction, and she whipped the sunglasses off of her face. “You?” Her lip curled, and she pointed the sunglasses toward me. “You’re the one...”

“I just said that,” her husband said, a heavy brow raising. “Don’t say anything to her.”

Mrs. Harvey’s words burst from her lips. “How dare you spread such ludicrous things about me.”

My lips parted, my cheeks on fire. There was no one here to enforce a shield of decorum. How did she know it was me?

I lifted my head, trying to not appear intimidated. I didn’t want to get dragged into an argument. This wasn’t the place, even if we were alone. “I’m not here to argue. I’ve never said anything except what I’ve heard.”

“What I do is none of your business, nor is it of any concern to anyone else,” she snapped.

Soma had mentioned before that she’d been more interested in saving herself than fixing the problem. I realized this was what he was talking about.

And that just made me more irritated. I placed my hands calmly behind my back while holding my purse. I reached for my phone, but I wasn’t sure what good that would do. If I had known this would happen, I would have recorded this somehow. “If it wasn’t of concern,” I said as calmly as I could, “and there wasn’t anything to hide, there wouldn’t be anything to be upset over. You can just tell me if it’s not true.”

“How am I supposed to know what goes on in a factory a half globe away?” she asked. “It’s the job of their police to correct any wrongdoing, not mine. I’m not doing anything illegal.”

What a repulsive... 

A rustling nearby had us all jumping. A man appeared, mid-twenties maybe. Stylishly unshaven, blond hair and handsome like a model. He took a keen interest in the Harveys. “Oh it’s you two,” he said with a curious raise of the brow.

Mrs. Harvey seemed to snarl as she spoke. “God, Blake Coaltar. What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to bid on art for charity.” He tilted his head, a fox-like smile easing onto his face. He moved slow, but when he did it, he eased himself between me and them, like a barrier. “Hearing some interesting things about you.”

Her voice rose. “Rumors. All of it. You shouldn’t listen to anything.”

“Bless your heart,” I said without hiding the sarcasm. “You must be exhausted defending yourself.”

Her husband tugged at her elbow. “Don’t say anything else.” He pointed a finger in my direction. “You’ll get our lawsuit shortly. Prepare your lawyer.”

I held my breath until they walked away, and then released it, closing my eyes.

I hadn’t been prepared to face her. Somehow, people had let her know I was the one.

Blake turned to me. “You okay?”

I nodded slowly, breathless for the moment as my heart needed to slow down. “I think so.”

He smirked at me. “Crazy way to be introduced, but I’m guessing you’re the now infamous Emily.”

“It’s going around?”

“A little. I respect the cause, but...” He waggled a lean finger at me. “No one needs to be ugly. You’ve got all her feathers ruffled and she’s biting back.” He patted me gently on the arm. “You should be more careful next time. I’ll go create some distance, but you’ve made me an enemy now too.” 

“Sorry.”

“My own doing. I always had a soft spot for the underdog. Let’s get together under better circumstances next time.” He winked at me and moved on ahead, in the same direction through the maze as the Harveys.

How could you expose someone like that and not eventually find yourself face to face, especially if they went to the same party?

The lawsuit part I wasn’t afraid of. If he thought he’d sue for liable, he’d have to prove I was wrong, and my source was sound.

But...he thought my name was Emily. And word was being spread about me. Since Ace cleared me, I didn’t have to use the name Emily anymore.

I hadn’t thought about it, but even revealing my real name now would be detrimental. 

Would anyone trust me here after lying about myself? It was bad enough I was new in town. Now they would think I was royally misbehaving.

And no one misbehaved here.

I continued through the maze, feeling I’d made a grievous mistake. The severe miscalculation on my part could lead to more unwanted attention on Ace.

Even if the lawsuit didn’t do anything, just issuing one could cause trouble if I wanted to try to live peacefully in this town.

I regretted putting so much emphasis in my story on the shop owner—and Gretta. Mentioning them both possibly put them in the line of fire, and this was my mess that I created. 

I finally got to the end of the maze but ended up on the far side. I followed it around until I found Ace standing on the path, hands on his hips, gazing into the maze opening in wait.

He turned to me, a broad smile on his face, until I got closer. His amusement disappeared, concern replacing it. 

“What happened?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

I wasn’t sure how to explain it, but I didn’t want to stay and run into the Harveys again. “I’m kind of tired,” I said and nodded toward the house. “It’s been...a crazy day.”

He reached for my hand, tugging me closer. “Want to bail?”

“Unless you wanted to stay,” I said, but my voice was void of any enthusiasm at all.

He shook his head quickly, doubt drumming up. “No. It’s something else. What took you so long? What happened?”

I chewed my lower lip, but I couldn’t figure out a way to spare him. He’d know soon enough. So, I relayed the encounter to him.

After I was done, he shook his head and laughed. “I can’t believe you lived to tell the tale.”

“I can’t believe you’re laughing at me.”

“The situation is funny, not you. Also maybe you for taking them seriously.”

“They might sue me.”

“She wants to sue Emily, and Emily doesn’t exist,” he said. He tilted his body a little until his face was level with mine. “I didn’t think Eva was the sort to tuck tail and run.”

“I don’t want to cause a scene.”

“She’s creating the scene and making an idiot of herself. You’ve every right to be here. Even Loïc would say that.”

I wasn’t so sure. She had to have a few allies in the same circles, and she had a history with the people here. 

I was no one to them.
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Ace walked beside me as we were directed by staff to return to the tent for the social dinner.

Everything inside me wanted avoid going into that lion’s den. I wanted to call Soma. I wished I had time to prepare more. I’d done this all wrong.

But Ace was right. Running now would appear like I had been the one lying. The Harveys had every right to be angry with the exposure, but they were pushing their anger toward me.

The tent had three flaps closed off, making a break in the light breeze that had picked up. There was a platform with a podium inside. Next to it was a large screen television, currently dim.

Tables had been set with electric lights and elegant golden chargers on top of dark linen. 

Ace and I approached, and I drew myself in closer to him, readying myself for another verbal attack from anyone at this point. 

Had she stuck with calling the truth lies? What else she had said? Maybe she’d lie about who I was or what I was doing here. 

Ace approached the attendant standing at the entryway. She recognized him on sight, acknowledged me as Emily, and we were guided to a table that was empty. 

Ace leaned into me and whispered. “Just talk about the weather if anyone approaches you,” he said. “Or focus on me, if you need to. Don’t say anything else unless someone asks you directly.”

I agreed with this. I wasn’t sure I could focus on more than small talk. Hopefully, most of the time would be filled with eating dinner and listening to someone talk about auction winnings. 

Our table was in the very middle. Like the restaurant, Ace had been placed at the center of attention. Another older couple joined our table soon after we were seated, and we had room left for two more couples with us. Other tables started to fill in.

As we waited, people would approach Ace, sometimes just to shake hands. Others stopped to talk and he’d stand at his seat and address them.

He introduced me, and then took charge of each short conversation. No one had a chance to ask me any details.

I fiddled with my phone in my lap on occasion, checking the time and urging the minutes to pass. It was a little inappropriate for the setting, but now, while everyone was shuffling for seats and talking, I was sure I wasn’t noticed too much. After dinner we could escape. We could go back to Ace’s house and this would be over.

A drop in the bucket, I tried to convince myself.

An attendant came around our table with another couple in tow, announcing to them that they’d arrived at their table. I was ready to say a polite hello to whoever it was when I found myself looking at Mr. and Mrs. Harvey.

Mrs. Harvey had put on a dark shawl over her shoulders, and kept her lips tight, her eyes piercing.

And they were seated across from us.

Fate had deemed subtle humiliation not enough for me. Now we had to go through an hour of uncomfortably avoiding conversation and trying to appear civil.

Mrs. Harvey met my gaze, curled her lip in a short snarling expression, and then it disappeared. She turned to the old couple next to her, leaned in to the woman sitting the closest, and whispered, gazing on occasion in my direction.

I couldn’t have planned a disaster like this. 

She had some gall to throw angry glares my way, though. 

The older woman looked at me after Mrs. Harvey finished, gazing in my direction with displeasure erupting on her face. She turned fully to Mrs. Harvey and started talking heatedly.

Mr. Harvey had taken his time coming around the table, sitting down hard in the chair next to his wife. He avoided looking in my direction or at Ace and focused on others in the room.

Ace sat down next to me, put his lips near my ear and whispered. “If I had known, I would have asked to sit somewhere else.”

I shook my head, sliding my hand to his lap and holding my palm at his thigh. “Don’t,” I said. “It’ll make it worse.”

He nodded. “Wait it out,” he whispered. “Smile. Don’t look so stressed out. Focus on me if you need to.”

In such a situation, I was grateful Ace was calm. I forced a smile, and then a small laugh as if he’d told me a joke. 

I had done nothing wrong. 

More people were seated, but Mrs. Harvey didn’t have access to them. Instead she spoke to the woman next to her or her husband. Ace kept his arm around me, his hand smoothing out the space between my shoulders.

I welcomed it, but I needed to also pay attention. I doubted Soma would have said I earned a point. Not when Mrs. Harvey was vindictive and clearly had not been humbled.

I’d done nothing but talk about Mrs. Harvey behind her back and made her angry at me. 

So what would I need to do now? I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to humble her or make her change her ways. 

While Ace was distracted talking to someone else that had come by, I sent a quick text to Soma. 

EVA: Mrs. Harvey found out what I said to someone about her. She’s now trying to counter what I said about her by lying, and no doubt by spreading rumors now about me. What can I do? 

An answer wasn’t immediate. Was he busy, or considering the options?

An announcement was made and focus was redirected to the podium. There was a large sheet of poster board announcing sponsors for the event.

A woman in a tuxedo suit approached the microphone, making an announcement, thanked the sponsors, and the staff who were doing a wonderful job at the event and introduced Loïc.

Loïc had stood off to the side. He went to the microphone, made a short wave and said quickly, “You don’t want a boring speech. Let’s find out who won some art, shall we?”

There were many laughs and a general round of clapping. 

Loïc then walked away from the podium, to the edge of the tent. Not one for a lot of attention, I guessed.

I watched him as the first piece of art was brought up to the stage. Each one was going to be shown off, talked about and then the winner would be announced unless someone wished to remain anonymous. This was the last time to see the art before it disappeared into someone’s collection. The television was used to close in on the piece of art so people in the back could see the details, and notes flew by on the screen about the artists, and who had donated the piece for charity.

Waiters passed by tables, pouring water and iced tea and then bringing out a salad starter. 

While everything was going on, I looked around and found myself in perfect position to see Loïc. He watched until the first piece of art was being taken away to be replaced by the second, and then he made his way out of the tent. I couldn’t see what direction he had gone.

I felt a buzz of the phone then and got a reply.

SOMA: Call me.

I pressed my lips together, looking up at the piece of art and clapping when other people did. I leaned into Ace. “I’ll be right back,” I said. “Going to...find a powder room.”

“Don’t be too long,” he said. “I can only take the heat for so long.”

It wouldn’t do any good to tuck tail now. If I left and never came back, it would just confirm whatever rumor Mrs. Harvey told everyone.

I rose, smiled at him, and then walked away from the table, letting the attendant who asked if I needed help know that I was just looking for the bathroom.

The moment I was out of the tent, I fished out the phone. I headed for the foyer stairs, darted up and went two rooms on the right to find the bathroom the attendant had mentioned before. There was no way I wanted to be overheard for this.

The bathroom was only a half bath, with a toilet and a sink, but it could have been someone’s bedroom for how big it was. I stood on the powder-green rug, and stared at the pedestal sink as I dialed Soma.

He picked up almost instantly. “Tell me the details,” he said. “Everything you said and to who and everything she said.”

I relayed the events, except with Ace kissing me in Loïc’s room and what Loïc said. Loïc wasn’t on my radar right now. This seemed more important. “I don’t know what to do. I’m worried if she’ll try to sue fake me and realize I was lying about who I was. Plus, this puts Ace in a really bad spot.”

“Don’t worry about how this will look for Ace.”

“He’s in the middle of it.”

“This is your point, right? We’re trying to get you into the game, remember? He’s played this game. He knows exactly what’s going on.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t,” I said. I backed up until I was leaning against the sink and pressed my fingers to my forehead. “I didn’t think about this. Of course she’s going to attack me, spread rumors about me. She’s angry.”

“Yes, she is. But she isn’t right.”

“I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what I’m doing at all. Ace doesn’t seem all that worried.”

“Calm down,” he said. “He’s not worried for a reason. What can she do to you?”

“Sue me.”

“No, she can try, but then she’d be bringing more light onto what she’s up to, and it would prove her whole story was false anyway. She can threaten. She can spread rumors, but so what? When people learn about her business and the truth behind it, they’ll stop listening.”

He was right. I let out a breath between my lips and nodded. “No one misbehaves in this town?”

“You have more people than you know on your side. It isn’t that someone is spreading rumors in this town, it is who says them and who would believe it. Only a slim few would believe Mrs. Harvey.”

“So what do I do tonight? Going in with my own story about her didn’t really seem to work.”

“I can’t tell you,” he said. “Only because I’m not there. Somehow you need to convince her to change. But you’ll find an opportunity, and when you do, use it.” He paused. “Eva...”

“Yeah?”

“You look beautiful. I bet every girl is jealous.”

I cracked a smile. “I don’t want anyone to be jealous of me.”

“Don’t be a pawn when you can act like a queen. Just keep yourself together and don’t let Mrs. Harvey drag you into a shouting match in public. Decorum will win every time in this society.”

I disconnected, but pressed the phone over my rapidly beating heart. I knew he was trying to instill confidence in me when I felt like crumbling.

I needed to return to Ace. I couldn’t hide in the bathroom crying to Soma.

I didn’t know what I would do, but I had to go and face the choices I’d made. Maybe I needed to approach Mrs. Harvey myself about what I knew, but she didn’t really seem to care about what anyone else thought. I couldn’t follow her for months and then talk about her to everyone she spoke with. Eventually she may find a retail space, even if in another town, and then what was the point?

Maybe it wasn’t meant to be an easy, done in a single day sort of thing. Without an idea still of what I was doing, I put the phone in my purse and then left the restroom.

Before I made it back to the stairs, Loïc materialized in the hallway ahead of me.

I froze. My forward motion stopped suddenly enough I jerked short.

The motion caught his attention and his gaze met mine. He paused, too, his lips parting, a question etched on the way his brow lifted.

Anger radiated through me. He’d snubbed me a couple of times when he knew who I was. It didn’t matter what help he provided in Atlanta, I felt as distant as I could have been from him.

If he wanted to pretend to be complete strangers, I’d let him. I had more important things to worry about.

I lifted my head, redirected my gaze to the stairs behind him, readying myself to snub, even if he bothered to say hello.

He remained still in the hallway, gazing at me—and I sensed it. I refused to look at him again.

Just when I was going to pass him, he reached out, briefly touching my elbow with cool fingertips.

I stilled at his touch and reflexively lifted my eyes to meet his.

“Miss Lacroix,” he said softly, a tone I hadn’t expected from his lips. “Why do you look so dour? My hope is that all my guests leave delighted.”

Those clear, light eyes seemed softer somehow, sincere. 

“I’m fine,” I said, although my voice cracked on the last syllable, betraying my desire to appear confident. 

“Are you?” he said and turned fully toward me. His head tilted, until locks of his dark hair crossed into his eyes, and the appearance was a little more rock style than elegant. “I’ve only now heard the good news. I thought you’d be happy.”

How could he talk to me like we were friends? I closed my eyes briefly, pressing my lips to try to pull back my nervous, shaken-up feelings and show some gratitude. “I heard you played a good part in that.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “Think nothing of it. Although, I hope you and I may get more acquainted later. Are you planning on staying in town?”

I blinked rapidly at him. I wasn’t sure how to respond. His sudden interest confused me. “Yes,” I said carefully. I traced my fingers over the small bag I carried. “I...was planning to stay with Ace.”

“You’re welcome here any time you’d like,” he said. “As you’ve probably seen, there is plenty of room.”

I blinked in surprised at the suggestion. “I’m flattered you’d offer...” That wasn’t the right word. I tried to get my composure together but he was making it difficult with the way his eyes remained firmly on my face. “Thank you,” I tried again. “For your help. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I was surprised it was handled so quickly.”

He smoothed out his tie. “That’s the difference between Mr. Waris and myself,” he said. “When I set my mind to help someone else, I don’t waste time negotiating terms or calling in favors.” 

I jerked my head back shortly, wanting to argue that Ace hadn’t done any of that.

But he had. He wanted me to distract Loïc. I couldn’t formulate a reply that didn’t acknowledge that was the case. And somehow, he made it sound like a bad thing that Ace had asked for a simple favor in exchange.

Loïc lingered for a moment and then took a small step toward me. He spoke low, his voice becoming a little raspy. “Evelyn,” he said quietly, “I don’t know what Ace may have said about me, but I assure you, I’m not an enemy. You’ll do well to trust me.”

“I don’t know you.”

“Then forgive me,” he said. “I wish I had more time to let you get to know me, but I know you have more pressing matters, like Mrs. Harvey.”

How could he know? But it was his party. I bet he knew the rumors going around. I was sure attendants all over the property would let him know of anything going on as well.

And with what he and Ace did, it suddenly made sense when Ace said he was watching. Loïc didn’t need to be in visual range if there were other people around ready to spread the word about anything going on at Belle Cielo. If he was into this game, he’d want to be aware of everything.

When I didn’t say anything, he reached for my hand as if wanting to shake it.

I let him take it, unwilling to be rude now when he reminded me he was the one to do so much for me when he knew nothing of me at all. 

I just didn’t understand him.

He held my hand only for a moment, giving it an encouraging squeeze. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ve grown tired of Mrs. Harvey myself, and she has outstayed her welcome here.”

I gasped. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to help,” he said. He lifted his head again and gently squeezed my hand. I ignored it because his gaze was so intent on my face, I couldn’t think of anything else. “Unless you’ve forgotten the purpose of all this. Soma clearly hasn’t taught how to play the game very well.”

“You know I’m playing?”

There was a curl at the corner of his mouth. “I know everything. But I admire you’re even giving it a try. Eva Lacroix, not many girls would stick out being around Ace for long, let alone become involved in the antics he gets himself into. I do my best to keep him in line.”

“He says you annoy him.”

“No matter what he thinks of me, I’m on his side, and now I’m on yours. If you want to put an end to Mrs. Harvey, you have to get her to confess to her sins. That’s how you score. Or didn’t Ace...or Soma... Did they dare not even tell you how to properly play?”

I shook my head, suddenly concerned myself. Soma and Ace had promised to tell me everything, but they had neglected to tell me what the end goal was. “I have to get her to admit to what she’s done?”

“The game isn’t to confront her,” he said. “You see what happens when you try to directly confront someone. You set them on the warpath. For you.”

“Ace is acting like it isn’t a big deal. Soma said my reputation couldn’t get worse...”

Loïc frowned. “No, this is all wrong. You can’t set yourself up like this. They should have known better than to send you off like this, unprepared.” He turned from me, pulling a cell phone from his pocket. He dialed it and spoke. “Oliver,” he said, his stare drifting down the hallway but then came back to me. “I want you to pull photographs of Mrs. Harvey’s most exploited children in her sweatshop. Whatever that writer can dig up. I know he has some. Deliver it to me. Now.” He hung up without hearing anything that Oliver may have said in reply.

“What are you going to do with those?” I asked.

“I’m going after the point. But you’ve got one last chance to steal it from me. I’ll let you deliver the warning message.”

Soma had said if I gave Ace or Loïc a chance, they would go after the point themselves. Only I was tempted to allow it, because I didn’t see a way to fix this alone. I wasn’t even sure exactly what I was doing. “What’s that?”

“Send Mrs. Harvey a message, in whatever form you can. Tell her quietly if you’d like, that if she doesn’t confess to what she’s done, that you’ll expose the truth, more publicly than she’ll ever wish for.”

“Blackmail?” I asked.

“Confession or self-correction is the game,” he said. “It isn’t blackmail if you’re not wanting something in return. All you are asking for is for her to admit to anyone who will listen what she has been up to, if she won’t at least correct it herself. It may be a stretch to think she’ll amend it at this point.” He put the phone back into his pocket and then turned down the hall. “You’ve got twenty minutes to get the message to her.” 

Twenty minutes. Who would he show the photos to? Would he approach her himself with the pictures? Demand answers? Ask her to leave? Make an incredible scene and embarrass her in front of all those people?

Loïc doesn’t lie, that’s what both Ace and Soma had told me. If he said he’d give me twenty minutes, that’s all I had.

If I wanted a point, I had to do something. 

I started to hurry down the steps, and then slowed to appear calm. I tried to calculate what Loïc would do if Mrs. Harvey didn’t confess.

But would she turn the full force of her wrath on me if I pushed her any more?
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I lingered in the downstairs living room for a moment, considering my options. 

If I went back to the tent, I was going to face the firing squad, and Mrs. Harvey was the captain set to tell them to fire. 

But I couldn’t hide. 

Still, I needed a couple of minutes to pull myself together and figure out how to salvage this. Loïc was about to expose her. She had no idea it was coming. Soma had said decorum wins. So what were my options.

Attendants lingered in the living room. One older gentleman had fallen asleep siting up in an armchair nearby. I pretended to be checking my phone, like I was on business of some sort.

I only stared at the glowing screen. What was I going to do?

Loïc had said I could send my warning to Mrs. Harvey quietly. There was no way she was going to let me near her without yelling at me and causing a scene.

I checked around the living room, finding a notepad and a pen on a nearby side table.

I went to it and I ripped out the paper. I wrote out a quick note.

Mrs. Harvey,

Someone has photographs of the children in your sweatshop and is threatening to leak this unless...

I stopped. Unless, what? Who did she have to confess to?

I absently pulled out the phone, tempted to ask Soma, or Ace, or even Oliver or Loïc. I still had Loïc’s number.

He had done so much already for me in Atlanta, etc. Just being near him for five minutes, he was both tender and merciless. I understood why Soma warned me I should get to know who I was dealing. I didn’t think it fair to call for help from men who were trying to also score the same point. I couldn’t ask for help every time. 

I looked over to the old man who was sleeping quietly in his chair. 

An attendant came over, turning a lamp off nearby him. She touched his arm and spoke quietly. “Would you like to lie down?”

The older gentleman shook his head and waved his hand to kindly ward her off. “Just waiting on my wife,” he said with a small smile. “When you’ve been to one art auction, you’ve been to them all. Just let me know when they’re done, and I can ask her how much she’s spent.”

The attendant smiled. “Shall I make a suggestion to the auctioneer that they avoid any of her bids?”

“No,” he said. “It’s what makes her happy. That’s all that matters.”

I hadn’t mean to overhear, but the sentiment had emotion thickening up in my throat. It was very kind of him to allow his wife the enjoyment.

And I suddenly wondered if what I was doing mattered. Sure, she could confess to anyone in the room what she was up to. She could be exposed and exiled.

The kids would still be working in horrible jobs.

She could sell her stuff in another city where people won’t ask questions, or online, like I knew other sites did regularly. If it wasn’t her buying the garments, someone else would. The place would still be in operation.

Would I be happy with that? Even if I scored a point, it lost the meaning when there were kids out there who were still suffering because of Mrs. Harvey or people like her willing to exploit it.

I finished the note:

...unless you call the factory and ensure the children are given proper health care and food, the ones younger than fourteen are sent to school properly, and the older ones are given the same treatment any American worker could expect. If they won’t listen, don’t give them any business. You have ten minutes to make the initial phone call that should make this happen.

The last part I added for myself.

If it doesn’t happen, I will make sure this never stops haunting you. 

It sounded dark, but I meant it. Calling me out, the shop owner, and Gretta gave me a lot of fuel to my anger. How dare she throw hate at us when she should be angry at the factory making her garments? How cruel and callous could she be?

And if she did nothing? If she ran away? I’d ask Soma how we could help those kids. It was a single sweatshop, but now that it was exposed, I wanted to do everything to help. 

I folded the note and found the attendant that had helped me at the door. She was standing at the rear door now, looking toward the tent.

She smiled as I approached. “Everything okay?” she asked.

I nodded and smiled. “Will you please see that this gets to Mrs. Harvey? Someone left it for her. And if she asked, it wasn’t me.”

The attendant winked at me. “Anonymous someone left a note. Got it.”

I was very grateful. 

I went out first, heading toward the tent, eager to take my place again before Mrs. Harvey could assume I had run off.

I threaded my way around the tables, keeping my eyes focused on Ace. Ace was clapping after someone had been announced as a winner of a particularly large painting. He stopped when I settled in and leaned into me. “You okay?”

My heart was beating rapidly. I’d missed a soup course and had taken longer than I thought, but I nodded. “I think so.” I wasn’t sure I would eat much anyway. I was too nervous that I’d make another mistake.

He didn’t seem completely satisfied with that answer, but he returned his attention to the podium. 

I spotted Blake Coaltar a few tables away. He was talking to other people but I caught his attention. He gave me another co-conspiratorial wink and waved a hand to say hello.

I waved back shortly, but my nerves stifled my movements. I’d done this all wrong from the start.

I poked at my serving of duck a l’orange. Maybe it was too obvious the note came from me, since I had been gone for so long. Maybe she would recognize female handwriting. 

And then suddenly, I wondered how would I know if she made any changes to the factory. Wouldn’t I have to wait to hear from my source that those changes actually happened?

How would Loïc even know if she made a confession of some sort? I didn’t see him in the tent. Would the staff alert him? 

Maybe I should have stayed away, and out of the line of fire. This was a game I didn’t know the rules for. Every step felt uncomfortable. 

Shortly, an attendant brought over the note, expertly passing it to Mrs. Harvey without drawing too much attention to herself. 

The attendant walked away before Mrs. Harvey could open it.

Good. No reason for her to get the heat I was bound to get after this.

I focused on my food, ready with a few daring choice words I would send back at her if she chose to make a scene right now. 

A minute passed by, and I was still looking at the duck on my plate.

Another minute.

I dared to glance up, at Mrs. Harvey holding the note in her fingers.

Only, she wasn’t looking at it.

She stared right at me. Hate and bitterness hard on her face.

She knew it was me. Or at least she was sure no one else would dare threaten her.

Her lips moved, like she was on the verge of saying something.

She was wasting time. Maybe I wasn’t clear. I wasn’t so sure that what I had done was the best thing to do. I wanted this to be over with, and I had allowed Loïc to help me, doing things his way.

Ace tended to do things on the fly. I wasn’t sure his way was best, either.

What was I even doing here? I’d been caught up in all of this. It sounded a lot like many of the games I’d heard rich people play with each other. Except I had to give some credit to Ace and Loïc. From the sound of it, they tried to make things better, in their own small way. Yet, they were playing on a different level. I’d just stepped into the middle of this without knowing the full of it.

Trying not to show any indication I knew what the note was about, I offered a casual, cool, face of simple content and confidence. I did poke at my food, but Mrs. Harvey seemed to rather have a staring contest across the table, as if waiting to see what I would do.

Challenging me.

She was waiting to see if I’d make good on my threat. Counting down the minutes. What did she think I would do? Scream in the middle of the tent about what she had been up to? Pull up a photo on my phone and pass it around?

I glanced at Ace, who stared, fixated on Mrs. Harvey, as if daring her to do anything brash.

It was uncomfortable as conversation was going on around us, the next piece of art was being put on display. People were either eating or talking while things were shifting. 

There was a gasp from the far side of the room. This was followed by more, and an uproar of confusion around the tent erupted.

Mrs. Harvey leapt from her chair, spinning around toward the people in the back, but they were all staring past her toward the television screen.

Instead of art, it was now showing the picture of a young girl, no more than seven, who had hands as red as brick, and her mouth and nose were the same color. She gazed off to the left of the camera.

In her hands, she was holding a bra, sewing a label to it.

The label was clearly Mrs. Harvey’s brand.

I choked, putting down my fork, gazing at the screen.

I hadn’t until that moment come across a picture of what was happening. It was worse than I had imagined even the first time I wrote about it in my blog. Worse than I had heard about from the article I had picked up that informed about it.

The auctioneer silenced, looking around presumably for Loïc to find out what to do. Before she said anything, the picture changed again, this time a younger girl, maybe six, at a sewing machine, her thin fingers trying to pinch a piece of fabric so she could feed the machine.

The small uproar turned into boisterous chatter, some in angry tones, women gasping and leaning into each other to speak. Blake Coaltar was booing dramatically. 

I steeled myself, ready for a confrontation. I hadn’t expected this.

However, Mrs. Harvey was already on her way out of the tent. She was negotiating her way through the crowd, her husband in tow. People looked after her, displeased tones and glances cast in her direction.

My heart was beating so hard, my entire body shook. I expected her to turn around, to yell, to threaten.

She had run instead. She couldn’t lie her way out of this. It was so confrontational, and unless she was willing to take the podium to explain to everyone what they were seeing, her only option was to run. 

And she’d chosen to leave.

I pressed a palm to the table, fear of retribution swelling inside me. She could easily hunt me down in a town like this and tear me to pieces.

Ace turned to me, whispering harshly. “How did you do that?”

“Loïc stopped me in the hallway,” I whispered back. 

He growled low. “I told you we could handle it. You shouldn’t have involved him.”

“I didn’t have much choice,” I picked up my head. I stared into those blue eyes of his. “I didn’t have a chance to think about it and he was already going to expose her on his own. I wrote her a note to try to warn her. I didn’t know he would do this.”

“He stole your point, Eva,” he said and frowned, shaking his head. “I warned you about him...”

I turned on him, seething and hoping no one else could hear us. “I don’t care about the point.” I waved shortly to the pictures on the screen before an attendant turned off the television and the auctioneer asked everyone to excuse the interruption and to please return to their seats. I remained standing and turned to leave.

Ace caught my arm. “Where are you going?”

“I don’t want to be here,” I said. “I did this wrong from the start.”

I left the table. I heard Ace say, “Sorry. She’s sensitive about seeing kids like this. I’m going to take her home.”

Good idea.

This was all completely wrong. Maybe this was what Ace and Loïc did to make themselves feel better, but it left children out in the lurch in the long run. Mrs. Harvey may have been exposed, but she wasn’t going to fix the problem. 

I wanted to. Now that I had faces attached to this—the kids, who had been suffering this long without any help—I felt so stupid.

They could keep the points. What did I care? What good were they?

I blinked rapidly on my way out of Loïc’s house, hoping to keep it together until we could get into the car.
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Soma had pulled up to the house in the town car. I climbed into the back, and Ace got in next to me.

I slid as far as I could to the other side of the seat, pressing my arm against the opposite door.

“What’s wrong?” he barked at me. “Why are you like this?”

“What is this game you’re playing?” I asked. I had hoped to keep it in until I was sure we were out of ear range of attendants. I hadn’t wanted them to see me so upset and think they had something to do with it. It was difficult to maintain any decorum now.

“You know about it,” Ace said. “You just did it. Or rather you started it and then Loïc did it.”

“What happened?” Soma asked from the front.

“Just drive us back,” I said, stuffed a thumb into my mouth to bite it to stop myself from saying anything more. I was angry, but I didn’t want to rail on either of them.

Ace had been right. Those pictures had affected me. Greatly. 

Soma shot a look at Ace, but Ace gave him a hand signal to indicate he should drive. Soma pulled away from Belle Cielo.

I chewed on my thumb, a habit I’d had when I was younger when I was upset. I stared out into the trees and scenery whizzing by on our way back to Charleston, but I wasn’t seeing them.

I couldn’t stop seeing those faces. 

Those girls. There had to be more like them, too. How did he get them so quickly when I had never seen them?

I bit harder into my thumb, enough to cause impressions from my teeth.

Ace must have been aware enough to let me fume in peace, because he said nothing else on the ride back.

When we got to his house, Soma parked, and I stormed inside, heading up to the guest bedroom ahead of them both and shutting the door.

I needed time to think. Anger was clouding my ability to be clear in what to do next.

The room had changed slightly. There was now a notebook and a collection for paper on the desk, along with a new iPad. There was a small red bow on the iPad. The wardrobe door was open, as if it were Soma’s way of showing me he had hung up some of the clothing I had brought back from Gretta’s. 

On the bed was laid out a brand new pair of pajama pants and a loose T-shirt, a pair of fuzzy socks, and underwear. No labels. I imagined they were all from Gretta, but she hadn’t told me she was making loungewear.

I didn’t want to be ungrateful for the work that Gretta put into the clothing, or the effort Soma had put into placing everything neatly.

It was hard to appreciate everything they had done for me, and also be so angry. Maybe it was misdirected. Maybe it was from being under tense moments with Mrs. Harvey and still coming away feeling like we’d done nothing.

I couldn’t forget that Ace was the one inviting me into his house to stay, and had gone to help me in Atlanta despite his own problems here.

Or that Loïc, despite his methods tonight, had done what he said he would to help me in Atlanta, and stepped up to help when I had looked lost and Mrs. Harvey was attacking me. Now she couldn’t lie about what she was doing. People would want answers from her.

Soma had said they would fight over a point. Ace and Loïc were rivals. I had put myself in the middle. Maybe too soon when I didn’t know the rules, didn’t understand the game, and my goals might have been different. Confession wasn’t enough. 

I went to the bathroom, where a small collection of soaps and bath bombs and shampoo bars had been placed in a white tray near the tub.

I sighed. 

I drew my own bath, ready to soak and think about what it was I really wanted. 

I dropped in only two bath bombs into the large tub. I brought over the iPad, removing the bow. It was already loaded with a few apps, some of the latest novels, a couple of games, and streaming television.

I got undressed and got into the tub, allowing myself to soak while I considered what I was going to look for.

Out of habit, I ended up going to Instagram. Part of me wanted to calm myself by looking at vacation photos of interesting locations. I wanted a distraction.

I wanted to get the images of those girls out of my mind.

Out of a wild, weird, self-harm sort of therapy, I ended up searching for myself.

I was tired of avoiding logging in or going to my own accounts and seeing what was going on. I wanted to see the truth. 

At first, I couldn’t find my own page. There had been fake Evelyn Lacroix accounts created—several of them. Some of them looked like exact duplicates, with my photos and everything. Some were obviously fake, with pictures of nothing but memes, or even advertisements.

When I finally did find mine, I almost choked.

Over a million followers.

Absolutely insane. I couldn’t remember how many I’d had in the past, but I was pretty sure I had never broken twenty thousand. 

I couldn’t imagine all of them were interested in me. Most of them were probably lying in wait for me to say something, to be the first to hear when I did come back.

To yell at me and send me death threats when they got a chance.

Except when I scrolled further in, hovering over my posted pictures, I saw likes upward of a hundred thousand.

Odd. Comments I expected, but likes...

I clicked on one photo near the top of the page. It was a picture of just some shoes I’d found on a shopping trip. I hadn’t bought them at the time, but I really loved the aesthetic. 

The comments were a warzone. Some had a lot of hate and a lot of ‘kill yourself’ comments. Typical random hate spewing.

However, those were outnumbered by the people who posted emoticons of hearts, some people yelling at the ones leaving mean comments.

Not everything was rosy. Some were critical. It was akin to reading comments on a celebrity posting a photo.

But more were on the positive than the negative.

I put the tablet down on the edge of the basin. I leaned back, dipping deeper into the water, using it to soak away the makeup on my body. I absently washed myself, space-cased out, trying to put my thoughts together.

Things weren’t that bad for me...for the real Eva. The hate I had expected was there. It was a little disturbing to see. Like little slivers of papercuts at your heart when someone wished you harm. 

I really wasn’t sure what to think of the over a million followers. Why? I was a no one before. Only doing my part within the fashion community to participate.

Part of me was a little bitter about it. Why follow? Just because I was on the news and the situation I was in? People were following me for something I felt I hadn’t earned at all.

And was agonizing about this helping? There were still kids in another country that needed help. I simply felt out of touch and without an answer.

I gnawed on the idea while I washed my body and my hair. When I was in the prune stage, I drained the tub and got out.

When I wrapped myself in a towel, there was a gentle knock at the door.

“Yes?” I said.

The door opened a crack. Soma appeared but cast his eyes down. “You left in the middle of dinner. I wondered if I could bring you...”

“The chocolate marshmallow ice cream,” I said quietly. “Bring yourself the pistachio?” I turned to him. “If you don’t mind, I would like your opinion.”

Soma picked up his head, his dark eyes meeting mine. 

The goatee and the lines of the beard around his jawline had been trimmed a little. He had changed into a pair of dark jeans and a black, formfitting T-shirt. 

He was incredibly good looking. 

The British, posh accent thickened. “I’ll always be honest with you, Eva.”

I nodded, saying nothing. My anger had faded. I just wanted to get a clearer picture. 

Soma left me alone just long enough that I could get dressed in the clothes he had laid out for me. He had made a fine choice picking things out that were more comfortable. 

I’d just crawled on top of the bed with the iPad when Soma returned. He had another tray, with two bigger bowls of ice cream, a carafe of water with a couple of small tumbler glasses, and a plate of tiny cakes and brownie bites.

“I think I’ve existed on mostly ice cream and scones since I’ve been here,” I said.

“Maybe you’ve needed it,” he said. He placed the tray on the bed before he climbed up carefully. He placed it between us, the chocolate ice cream facing me. “What did you need my thoughts on?”

I didn’t know where to start, so I simply went over the entire evening with him, going over everything that happened that he hadn’t been caught up on.

“That’s pretty bold of Loïc,” he said. “Even for him.” He stared into his partially eaten bowl of pistachio, fiddling with the spoon. “And I honestly don’t like how he put you on the spot. She could have lashed out at you.”

“I let him do this,” I said softly. “I didn’t even try to stop him. I think I was angry at Mrs. Harvey, so I suddenly didn’t care if she would be horrified or outed so badly in public.”

“But she could have gone after you,” Soma said. “And she still might.”

I sighed, rolling my head back. “I know. And worse, I don’t care.” 

Soma was silent for so long, I finally lowered my head to meet his gaze.

He put is bowl down and pushed the tray aside. He sat cross-legged in front of me and closed the gap between us until our knees were touching.

He place both of his palms on my knees and stared long and hard at me. “What do you care about?” he asked softly.

“I don’t want to out her,” I said. “And I don’t care about her business and what she does. I want...” I sighed. I was asking the impossible. “I want to fix what she isn’t willing to.”

“How do you know she’s not going to fix it?”

“Would you trust her to from this point?”

There was a slight curl of his mouth and he nodded. “So, what would you rather do?”

“Find out how to get those girls into a safe environment. Somehow.” I pressed my fingertips to my forehead, rubbing just over my brow. “But I don’t know how. I don’t have any money. I wouldn’t know where to begin. I don’t even know what I could do.” My voice started to shake. 

I had lied to myself. I was still angry, but it wasn’t at them and it wasn’t at Mrs. Harvey. In a way, I was angrier that she was right.

Asking Mrs. Harvey to pull her money from that factory, she would just be replaced by someone else willing to pay. Asking her to change things...she didn’t own the factory. She may have had no control, but at least she was paying for work, and those children clearly needed some form of help. What could anyone do?

“Hey, hey,” Soma said. He reached out to me cupping my chin and lifted it until I was looking at him. He tilted his head and gazed at my face. “Don’t tell me what you can’t do. Tell me what we can do.”

“I can’t ask you that.”

“Try me,” he said softly. “Please. That frown of yours will drive me to my grave, I swear. But I can’t help if I don’t know what you want to do.”

“I want to fix it,” I said. “I want to make sure those girls are safe. I want them in school. I want them to have food and shelter and to never be exploited like that again.”

His eyes sparked and his smile returned. “Ten points to Gryffindor.”

I snorted a little out my nose as I burst out a breath from my lungs. “Soma...”

“Confession is only one of the ways we get what we want from people,” he said. He let go of my chin and returned his hand to warm my knee. “Sometimes that is all we need. Mrs. Harvey is a special case. Her problems involve more than just herself, and she clearly isn’t willing to do the right thing. We can’t solve the world’s problems, but in this case, I think we’ll make an exception.”

“There’s no way I can do anything,” I said. 

“Ace can.”

I shook my head. “It’s too much.”

“Listen, we can’t expect you to play exactly the same as Ace or Loïc can.” His palms slid up my thighs just enough that he could tug me a little closer, until my knees were nested on top of his. He continued to hold on to them. “Ace and Loïc provide you, and me, with the opportunity to do way more than just shake our fingers at other people and ask them to behave. They give us the opportunity to do something about it.”

“I can’t ask Ace to spend what would have to be...I can’t even imagine how much money...”

Soma’s lips dipped into a frown. “Remember the kid from the street? The one trying to sell you a rose?”

I nodded.

He dipped his hand into his back pocket and brought out his cell phone. He touched a few buttons and then showed me a picture.

It was the same kid, but he was with parents that clearly weren’t his, as they had very obviously different skin colors. The boy was beaming. The adults, a middle-aged couple, were smiling, too.

“I found him,” he said. “Or at least, I used someone both Ace and I know, someone on Ace’s payroll, to find him. His name is Dominic, and he actually lived with an uncle who was homeless and living in the street. Dominic was stealing the sweetgrass blowing away from the basket makers and making the roses for money for food.”

I took the phone from him, gazing at the boy’s happy expression. “Who is the couple?”

“Foster parents,” he said. “Good ones. I asked around. We’ll try to find his parents. His uncle will be given the opportunity to stay in a shelter if he chooses. The boy, however, is going to be okay.” He pushed his palms against my knees again, warming my skin.

I looked at him, unsure of what to say. “So do you score a point for that?”

“A scorekeeper doesn’t collect points, but it doesn’t mean I sit idle.”

This was very complicated to me. “I can’t ask Ace to save everyone I want.”

“You can always ask. He can say no if he isn’t interested. And then you can ask Loïc.”

“I thought we didn’t like Loïc.”

“We trust him,” Soma said. “Maybe not as much as we shou—” 

A shout erupted from outside. It was followed closely like the sound of car...more than one car stopping near, honking. Doors slammed. Voices drifted up, more than a few. 

Soma stopped, gazing at the window, appearing puzzled. “I hadn’t heard a neighbor to be throwing a party.”

It was a lot of noise. “Maybe you weren’t informed? Or it is impromptu?”

Soma crawled away from me, heading to the window.

I crept up behind him, gazing out.

We had only a slim view of the side yard. It wasn’t enough to see what was going on.

“Soma!” Ace shouted from downstairs.

Soma bolted instantly. “Stay in here,” he said.

“I’ll come help,” I said. I had nothing to hide anymore. I wasn’t about to stand back and watch whatever was going on.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Overexposed

[image: image]


Soma thundered down the rear stairs faster than I could.

By the time I hit the bottom floor, Soma was at the front door with Ace, the two of them peeking out of a window nearby.

Ace still wore the shirt and pants of the suit he had worn earlier. His shoulders were squared off, and he had a fist up against the wall. “That stupid Zoey blasted the address.”

I went to the window behind them, and I peeked out from behind Ace’s shoulder.

More than a dozen people were out in the sidewalk. They all had cameras and they were all filming the front of the house. Security was there—only two guards—trying to hold them at bay off the porch and ask them to leave.

Others were showing up, some with lawn chairs. 

I had witness something like this before, when a celebrity broadcasted his house address and then fans would show up to hang out together. 

Zoey stood in the center, a camera pointed at the house.

“Whatever she published,” Ace said, “it got attention.”

“What can we do?” I asked.

“They are keeping to the sidewalk,” Soma said. He backed away from the window. He rubbed a palm over an eye. “Our security can’t push them off what’s public property. We’ll have to call police and see what they can do.”

I backed up, pacing a little across the hallway. I kept my hands on my hips, trying to think. “There has to be something.”

“Too much activity here and this makes the news,” Soma said. “We should turn the lights off. Be boring and uninteresting.” 

“This is Loïc’s problem,” Ace said. “He should be getting new lawn trolls, not me.”

I paused in my pacing, considering. Loïc sent Zoey to Ace to be humbled in some way. She goes wild looking for attention. I tried to remember spoiled teens who would come by the boutiques I worked in and what their parents often did to correct them. Zoey wasn’t a teen, but maybe...

“What would you say if we gave Zoey what she wants?” I asked.

The guys turned to me, eyebrows cocked and doubt filling their expressions.

“I’d rather you get out of here,” Ace said. “All of us should. Maybe we should hop a plane to Greece.”

“I don’t have my passport,” I reminded him. “And that doesn’t stop her from coming back later.” I held out my hand. “And I don’t think that’s how you score a point, is it?”

He smirked. “Nope.”

“Can I borrow your phone?”

He nodded and immediately passed it over. “What’s the plan, Stan? Calling in reinforcements?”

I cracked a smile at his oddball humor and was also surprised how quickly he was willing to pass over his own phone. He trusted me. It warmed me that he did.

I focused on the phone, pulling up his Instagram app.

It automatically went to my official blog. He had been looking at it.

I picked up my head, a little puzzled. “Are you still keeping an eye on my profiles?”

He shrugged sheepishly. “You’ve got a lot of pictures. I like them.”

I logged him out of his account, and then plugged in my info.

Once I confirmed myself, the phone immediately blasted off with dozens of updates on comments and likes and followers.

“What are you doing to my phone?” he asked.

I cut off notifications and passed him my phone, set to record a video. I found Zoey’s account, tagged her for this, and readied myself. “I’m giving her what she wants.” 

He seemed puzzled but nodded and held up the phone. “Do you want to keep it focused on you?”

“Yes, thank you,” I said, and I turned to Ace. “Open the door, and ask security to bring Zoey here? Politely.”

Ace jerked his head back. “Invite that wild thing in? Are you crazy? Maybe we should talk about this.”

“You’re the one telling her to slow down?” Soma asked. “Think before leaping?”

“If anyone other than Zoey comes at us, have security block them. We don’t want anyone else here.”

Soma sent the message. Ace went to the door, counted to three, and then opened it wide, turning the porch light on.

Voices rose. I couldn’t really hear what they were saying. The people outside weren’t really organized yet. It was mostly curiosity. Many of them looked young, early teens. Some even had their parents with them. 

Ace stood by the open door and motioned to the security guard. One of them came over. Ace whispered to him, pointed to Zoey, and relayed what I’d told him.

“Don’t call the police unless she really is crazy and goes ballistic,” I said to Soma as the security guard went to collect her.

I moved in next to Ace. I put an arm around his waist, and side hugged him. 

He wrapped an arm around my shoulders, and then kissed my forehead. “Are you sure you’ve got this?”

I shrugged, tilting my head into his shoulder. I moved away from him as Zoey was let in the door.

She was wearing a short skirt and a bikini-style top without any covering. It wasn’t that hot, even for summer, so this had to just be for show. She had her iPhone ready, recording. She stepped into the front foyer, a little less wild-eyed without back up, but too in the middle to decline the invitation in front of all those people. 

Soma blocked off access from the rest of the downstairs. Ace and I stayed together. I politely held out a hand to her. “Zoey, I want to welcome you.”

She inched forward, holding her phone up and looking around at the inside of the house. “Now you’re letting me in? You were kicking me out before.” 

“I hadn’t realized before that you were a family friend of a friend.” I smiled like I used to when I was dealing with awkward clients, as warm as I could be. “You didn’t tell me your family was a friend of Loïc Courteau.”

“I don’t know him,” she said. “But sure.” 

I motioned to myself. “My name is Evelyn Lacroix,” I said. “You already know Ace Waris, I understand?”

She looked over at Ace, frowning but not as vicious as before. 

She was less in your face when she was isolated. Insecure. Vulnerable. Just what I suspected. It was typical of those teens I’d come across. What they needed was self-confidence, and I had a perfect solution.

“Actually, I was going to ask you a favor,” I said. I motioned to the camera Soma was holding. “I was just going to tell my million followers on Instagram that I heard a Malaysian charity wanted me to arrive and help assist several teen girls who had been in a sweatshop previously. We’re going to go rescue them, help them go to school and make things better for themselves. Only, I can’t go due to some minor legal things I need to take care of here. But I thought I could use the help of another caring, engaged socialite who could bring attention to the situation, possibly help by getting donations from followers perhaps? Do good things for good people?”

Zoey looked from me, to Ace, to Soma with the camera and raised an eyebrow. “Go to Malaysia?”

I nodded. “I think with my many followers and your prowess for getting to the heart of things, we could help each other? I’ve heard you had a good heart.” The lies flowed from me. I was breaking their rule, but it was that sweet Southern charm. Digging into someone’s vanity like this helped in a lot of situations. “Of course, we’ll take care of everything.”

Zoey lowered her phone a little bit. “You’ll promote me on your Instagram?”

“Already doing so.” I again waved to the camera. “It’s live.”

She paused. “You said a million followers?”

“I’ll direct them to you for this adventure,” I said. “If you’ll accept?”

This seemed to immediately change her. She looked right at Soma’s camera and nodded to it. “I’ll go. We’re going to help these girls. I hope you’ll all join me.”

It was a striking change. No longer snarling, just eager to please the audience.

And if she did it doing good things with other people, maybe that’d rub off on her to be good to people. Maybe. It was a trial run anyway.

I waved at the camera. “We’ll update you all later,” I said and motioned to Soma to turn it off.

Zoey lowered her phone and immediately turned to me. “Are you serious?”

“Very,” I said. I motioned to Soma to return the phone so I could show Zoey my million followers, and also the short post I had done when I talked about the sweatshop. “This story is about to blow up, but I really can’t handle the task right now.”

“I’ll do it,” she said instantly. “You know, Ace is an ass, but you’re nicer.”

I smiled, trying to remain syrupy sweet. “You’ll need to be professional over there. And be delicate with the teens. We can send a handler and bodyguard to assist.”

This seemed to impress her. “My own entourage?”

“Should we let your parents know?”

She waved me off. “They never care what I do.”

It had to take a lot of neglect of attention for her to get this bad. She was also very naive. We were complete strangers, and when we said we’d bring her on our team for this, she didn’t even blink or question it. 

Zoey’s phone started to vibrate in her hands. It did it again and again, so much so that she turned it around and focused on her screen. She rolled her eyes. “Ugh. Haters.”

I made a sympathetic smile. “That’ll happen. Just ignore them.”

She swiped, but her phone vibrated again.

And again.

More vibrations to denote comments coming in on her Instagram. 

She turned on me, her eyes wide and gleeful. “It’s working.”

“Get to Malaysia and help,” I said. “People will want to help, too.” I looked to Ace. “Who can we call to help her?”

Ace leaned into me, putting a strong hand on my lower back. “We’ll find someone. For now, let’s get you a hotel room. A nice one. You’re going to be quite busy.”

Zoey half-minded what we were saying as she was already answering comments on her phone.

I smirked at this and just shrugged. She didn’t have to do anything but show her face, but she’d be half a world away and maybe she’d see doing good things for others could get her some attention too. Maybe we could find someone to go to Malaysia with her to do the actual work.

Ace snapped his fingers, getting the attention of a security guard and pointing to Zoey. 

“Take her to the Restoration downtown. Make sure she gets the best suite available. There will be a handler there in the morning.” He spoke to Zoey. “No friends right now,” he said while waving a warning finger. 

She shrugged. “What about Claire?”

“If you’ll still go, she can go with. If you prefer.”

She seemed to consider this. “I’ll think about it.” She left with security.

Maybe she didn’t want to share the attention. I didn’t care. 

Ace closed the door from the onlookers. “She’s done enough damage already. She’s already doxed our address. Now your followers will find it.”

I felt bad about that. “Maybe we should leave. At least until that calms down?”

Soma lowered the phone. “I’m not totally sure that was a good idea. We were giving her exactly what she wanted.”

Ace laughed and shook his head. He walked over to him, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “This is perfect. I don’t know how she thought of it.”

“It was a risk,” Soma said. “It still is.”

“She’ll go to Malaysia,” I said. “She’ll either be humbled by trying to help teens, or she’ll get attention for doing good things and she’ll keep on that path. But we tried all we can. And at least we’re helping those girls...although I don’t know if what I said was true...” I turned to Ace. “Can we find someone who can really help those girls?”

“Already on it,” he said. “Was about to do that tomorrow, but I’ll make calls tonight to include Zoey.”

My heart lifted. Soma had said to ask and Ace would say yes or no. I didn’t know how to exactly help the girls, but Ace did. He knew who to call.

I didn’t need the points. I just wanted to make things right.

“In the meantime,” Soma said, seeming to reluctantly agree with this, “I suggest we get out of here.” 

“Exactly what I was thinking,” Ace said. He went down the hall toward his bedroom. “Pack yourself and her an overnight bag. I’ll do the same but I will stay while you get her out. I need to make those calls and give security some instructions.”

I followed Soma up the front stairs, all the way up to the third floor. “Where are we going to go?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. He went to his bedroom door and opened it and then turned to me. “If the charity event is over, we may go stay with Loïc.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

“He has the safest, closest location I can think of.” He opened a closet door, pulling out two rolling cases. He handed me the larger one. “Pack more than just for overnight. Probably all of your clothes at this point. I think we’ll be gone for a few days.”

I left him to pack, hurrying along down the stairs with the suitcase.

If we were going to get out of here without much more trouble, we needed to hurry before more people showed up.
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I only packed what clothes Gretta had sent, the new iPad and the cord, and then I dug out my old wallet and my old phone to take with me. It was basically everything that could be deemed mine now. My sock-covered feet were stuffed into a pair of sandals I’d worn before. I looked completely ridiculous. I only hoped no one got a picture of this.

Everything else didn’t belong to me. It occurred to me in that moment what little I had again, what little I had bothered to bring with me.

How little I cared about things, clothes. I mean, I appreciated them, but they didn’t really matter.

I cared more about Soma. About Ace. Strangely enough, I wanted to care about Loïc and Oliver. Maybe they had a weird sense of doing good, but they made an effort. I liked it.

I wanted to participate. Still. Maybe not in the way I was thinking.

I met Soma downstairs. He told me to keep heading toward the garage, we’d escape together.

“They aren’t going to expect us to leave,” Soma said. “Ace might take a while to lock up the house and give instructions to security. He may also try to make sure no one follows him.”

I wished we could wait for him, but I understood this might mean more trouble the longer we waited. 

It made sense. We didn’t need people following us to Belle Cielo.

Soma counted off at the door. At three, it was a race between us—with our heads down and as quiet as possible—to follow the sidewalk to the garage door. Luckily, the people that had shown up were at the front of the house. Whatever Zoey had said to them to get them to camp at the road, they were willing to go along with it.

Inside the garage, Soma threw both of our suitcases into the back seat of the town car. We got into the front. The garage door opened and he backed out.

Once we were out on the road, we avoided people by going down an alley between homes.

“The windows are tinted,” Soma said. “But they can still see shapes through it. He reached over to me, tugging at my arm until he could get at my hand and hold it. “Try not to look at anyone right now, not until we get out of Charleston.”

While I tried not to look at anyone, when we did pass people walking around, I glanced at them. Were they headed to Ace’s house? Were they trying to get a look at me or Zoey?

It seemed most everyone walking around was heading toward Ace’s house.

“I just hope by the time Ace is ready to leave,” Soma said, “that he can actually leave and not be stuck.”

I gazed out the rearview mirror, hoping the same thing.

⸙ ⸙ ⸙

I became quiet on the way, gazing out the dark window at shadows as they went by. It was after nine, and the moon was half full overhead. Eventually, the buildings turned into trees. For a long stretch of road, I was almost dozing.

What an insane couple of days.

I was upright when the car stopped, and we were facing the gates of Belle Cielo.

Soma pulled up to the iron gate and waited.

“Should we call—” I started to ask.

I was cut off by the gate opening on its own. There must have been a security camera nearby that approved Soma’s car. Or he had some sort of identity strip hidden somewhere in the car that allowed access.

Ace and Loïc couldn’t have been real rivals if Loïc allowed him and Soma into his home without question.

Soma followed the row of trees down the lane until we hit gravel. From there, he turned the circle until we were at the sidewalk that led up to the main house.

Loïc was standing right where the sidewalk met the gravel, with Oliver next to him. Loïc wore dark jeans and a loose-fitting black sweater, again no labels. It was the first time I had seen him in something casual. The black and silver bands at his arms were a nice touch. In a way, it made his alternative style exquisite, polished. 

Oliver wore a basic black T-shirt, dark pants, and a thick belt. It was basic bodyguard wear. He was taking his new job seriously. I was glad to see he’d found a place to stay and work, even if it was chaotic.

It was hard to tell from either expression what they were thinking. 

It surprised me Loïc came out to greet us himself.

Soma hopped out immediately, but Loïc beat him to my passenger door. He opened it, putting a hand out in offering.

“I heard what happened,” Loïc said.

When? How? I let him take my hand while I climbed out of the car. He held on to it briefly, catching my attention.

He held a sympathetic frown. “Please tell me you’re okay.”

I nodded, embarrassed and wondering exactly how much he had heard. Maybe he’d been monitoring the Instagram and caught the video?

Soma remained standing by the driver’s side door. “I’ll go park,” he said. 

Loïc nodded. “Ace is on the way?”

“He will be when he can get out of the mess,” Soma said. He got in again and turned the car toward the still-open gate that led to the garage. 

Loïc motioned to me to follow him. “I’m sorry about Zoey,” he said. “That was my fault but once I realized what I had unleashed, nothing I said could change her mind.”

“I don’t know if she’ll follow through,” I said. My heart eased when I realized he was the one apologizing. They hadn’t been out there to ward us off or anything, more to welcome us and help.

It made me feel like we were on the same team, not opponents. For once, I took comfort in that idea.

“We’ll talk about it in a minute,” he said.

“I’ll wait here for Soma,” Oliver said. He stood by the drive, looking to where Soma was taking out luggage.

Loïc moved toward the house, and I felt obliged to follow. “I’m sorry we’re invading your home now.”

“I welcomed you,” he said. “And I meant it. Any time.”

With my fuzzy socks and odd choice in shoes, and still in the pajama pants and T-shirt, I felt out of place in the grand home and in front of Loïc. It wasn’t like me to be this underdressed.

He opened the front door. Without more lights on in the space, the foyer was ominous. The statues casted long, strange shadows across the maze floor. 

He stood in the entryway and turned to me. “I’d offer you rooms in the house, or the Japanese house, but those are actually taken. People from out of town who were invited to the event stayed with me tonight.”

“We don’t need much,” I said. “A couch is fine.”

Loïc finally broke his astute smile and chuckled. “Cherie, I don’t care if you crash in my bedroom. You won’t be uncomfortable while you stay with me.”

I didn’t respond before Soma was coming in the door with Oliver, the two of them talking low to each other as they approached, toting the suitcases behind them.

Loïc turned to them, addressing Soma. “You’ve the choice of the two pool houses or the cottage. They’re a bit further away from the main house than I’d like you to be. However, given the circumstances...”

“We’ll take the cottage,” Soma said.

Loïc raised an eyebrow. “You can have the three separately...”

“I’m not leaving her,” he said. He turned to me. “If you’re okay with it. I’d feel more comfortable if I were nearby. The cottage has two bedrooms. And one of the bedrooms has two twin beds. Ace could stay as well.”

It made sense to me to for the moment, until we could figure out our next move. “Sounds like plenty of space to me. We sincerely appreciate this.”

“Then let me show you the way,” Loïc said. He proceeded toward the rear doors and out into the courtyard I had been in earlier that day.

The place looked a little more serene without lots of people around and with the party accoutrements put away. The tent was still up, while attendants quietly were removing chairs and tables. It wasn’t exhaustively late, and I wondered how many more guests were here, where they were...could we trust any of them if we ran into them?

Loïc had us follow him around the left side of the house, keeping to a sidewalk that led beyond the garage. 

On the other side were some tall shrubs surrounding what appeared to be just a small house with a stone fireplace and its own manicured front lawn. It could have belonged to any moderate neighborhood.

Loïc opened up the front entryway, turning on the interior lights.

The front rooms had an open floorplan, with a large living area, and a fully stocked kitchen that would have been a dream if I thought myself a cook of any sort. For a cottage guest house, it was exquisite.

Oliver stopped at the front door while Soma dragged in the suitcases. “I’ll be up tonight,” Oliver said. “And there are plenty of other people keeping an eye on things here and at Ace’s, but if you need anything, dial me.” 

“Will do,” Soma said.

He walked off, back to the main house, repeatedly looking over his shoulder as he went.

“You can’t buy that kind of loyalty,” Loïc said after the door was closed. 

“You try,” Soma said. “Sometimes.”

Loïc shrugged. “This is better. I helped him, now he helps me. Keeps us on an even playing field.”

Soma tugged the suitcases into a hallway, dropping one off inside a door. I followed him to the second one, where he was rolling my suitcase.

He opened the door to a master suite. There was a king-sized bed in the middle of a large room, with high ceilings and a large TV on top of a dresser that was as high as my shoulders. The space had its own attached bathroom with a standing shower.

Loïc followed us to the room. He went to the bed’s nightstand and picked up a remote. He brought it over to me, showing me the buttons. “This works the light,” he demonstrated, dimming the overhead lights, and then the lamps next to the bed. “This part is for the television, and this”—he pointed to the red button—“is an alarm. Don’t hesitate to push it.”

“We’re safe here,” Soma said. “No one is getting beyond the wall.”

Loïc smirked. “Maybe she pushes it because she got mad at you.” He turned to me. “I don’t care if you need more shampoo, just push the button, please?”

Soma stiffened and reached into his back pocket for his phone. He checked the message. “It’s Ace.” He straightened. “He’s just made it to the gate. I’ll go meet him.”

“I’ll stay here until you get back.”

Soma gave him a lingering eye, as if debating whether to say something. Eventually, he turned away and headed out of the house.

“I know you irritate Ace,” I said to him. I turned toward the bed, not caring for decorum when I was feeling exhausted. I crawled up onto the bed, sitting on the plush down comforter, feeling the softness of it. “I don’t understand how you seem to make Soma worry what you’re up to. He’s always so nice.”

“I know he is,” Loïc said. “I knew that when I hired him.”

I was sure I hadn’t heard him right. “You mean he worked for you?”

“He used to,” he said. He touched his chin, looking quizzically at the ceiling. “Actually, I wonder if he’s still on payroll. I don’t think I ever took him off.”

My mouth fell open. Soma had said he had found opportunities when he came to Charleston.

He neglected to mention he used to work for Loïc.

“Why did he change?” I asked.

“Ace was so far behind in the game,” Loïc said. He came closer to the bed, stuffing his hands into his front pockets. “He was also causing a whole lot of trouble, impulsive as he is. So I loaned him Soma.”

“He’s on loan?”

“Well, he started out that way, but the loan turned permanent.” He smirked. “Like I said, good loyalty can’t be bought. They’re more friends now. We all are, technically.”

I nodded slowly. Soma seemed to put up with a lot from Ace, and he didn’t exactly seem like an assistant who just followed orders. Maybe he was on payroll for one of them, but this was different somehow.

“I hope you sleep well,” he said and he turned toward the door. “Maybe you’ll join me for breakfast. We should talk.”

“About Zoey?” I asked.

“About the chaos you unleashed at my party,” he said. “I forgive you, but we’ll have to go over game rules if you want to keep things going. Soma gave you a couple of points for the Instagram stunt earlier, but I’m still debating the point for this afternoon with Mrs. Harvey. I’d call it a sympathy point, and no one wants those.”

I got points? How did he know all this? We’d just left Ace’s house in a rush.

I didn’t know what to say to him. Soma was right, though. He was driven, relentless about the points, like the score mattered.

It was odd that Soma seemed to be the final decision maker about points. They had to appeal to him.

And I’d earned three?
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I sat on the bed after Loïc left the room. I knew he didn’t completely leave the house. He said he wasn’t going to leave me, but I didn’t seek him out to talk to him more. When Soma and Ace came back, they talked in the living room for so long but I didn’t want to get up from the bed once I was down. 

I slept hard through the night. I wasn’t sure I would at first once I crawled between the sheets. The comforter and bedding was cool and I remained very comfortable through the night. I was pretty sure I slept with the lights still on.

It made it very hard to wake up in the morning. After stretching and remembering where I was, I sat up, looking around. The suitcase had been removed. Did Soma come put things away while I’d slept?

It was early. Outside the sky was still gray, clouds barely lit up as the sun was rising behind them. After the disaster yesterday, I was surprised I hadn’t slept in.

There were no sounds in the house, except the gentle whirr of the air conditioner. 

I tiptoed into the hallway, slipping a little on the hardwood floor in my fuzzy socks. 

The second bedroom door was open. One bed was made up. The other was still occupied by a sleeping Ace. He’d removed his shirt. His arm was stretched over his head. Sleeping sound.

I checked the kitchen and living room. No Soma.

I thought it curious until I went back and saw my phone was charging on the nightstand. There was a new text message from Soma.

SOMA: Returned to the house to check up on it. Call me when you read this.

I dialed, closing the master bedroom door to not wake Ace.

Soma answered quickly. “Did I wake you when I left?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think so at least.”

“I’m going back to the house to check on it and to give some more notes to security. You were asleep before I had a chance to get back to you, about what you were saying before Zoey showed up.”

“Loïc said you gave me a point or two for what happened with Zoey?”

“Using your Instagram to get Zoey to try to be a good person and using that vanity against her to do it was smart. The bonus was you sending her to help the very girls you’d wanted to help. I’m proud of you.”

I beamed at the wall. “I may not have made a great decision. More people will show up on that block. Zoey might fail at this.”

“An attempt is all we can do. There’s a time to make an effort, and a time to let it go. Our obligation is fulfilled. In the meantime, we’ll need to stay away and those crowds will get tired of an empty house. They were mostly dispersed this morning.”

“Are we staying here?”

“Unless Ace wants to go somewhere else. You’re always welcome to stay wherever you want.”

“Why did you get me started on this game?”

He paused. “Because I liked what I was learning about you. Once Ace learned who you really were, he wasn’t the only one looking in on what you had been up to.”

“You read my blog?”

“And went through your Instagram. And other public postings about you. You were more than a lovely face. You care about things. Deeply. I thought it would be good to see if this game would appeal to you.”

“Ace made it sound like it was him that made that choice. You...in the beginning...”

“Sometimes I let Ace think things are his idea,” he said. “To be honest, I like you, Eva. And I thought it was time someone else joined the game. It’s been just these two for a couple of years. The rivalry needed some shifting.”

“But won’t you be on Ace’s team? Helping him?”

“I don’t have to be. I can choose who I want to help.”

I felt my heart quicken. “I don’t know what I want yet.”

“Consider it. I’d join in, but it’d be biased if the scorekeeper joined in.” He paused again. “I have to go. I’m at the house.”

I held the phone in my hands after he disconnected. I struggled with the idea that Soma wanted me on the scoreboard.

And he was willing to change teams. Maybe his loyalty couldn’t be bought. I really had nothing to offer him.

I replaced the phone and went about getting cleaned up and dressed. This time in a cotton blend summer dress from Gretta’s collection, and a simple cardigan while it was still cool in the morning.

With Ace still sleeping and with myself restless, I left a note for Ace to let him know I was out taking a walk. I had a decision to make.

To stay or leave? And with who?

I followed a sidewalk out of the house and around a path that led to an orchard. There was a line of pineapple plants, short enough to be just bushes instead of full trees. Further down, the rows turned from cherry trees, to peaches, to a couple of kumquat trees and others I couldn’t figure out.

Loïc’s estate seemed endless. No matter where I turned, there were things to see. 

I’d found my way to a motor court when Oliver came around the corner. He stopped when he spotted me, hand at his hip.

I stilled, not wanting to seem like a threat and waiting for him to get close enough to recognize me.

Oliver eventually relaxed his hand and jogged to get closer. He wore a dark T-shirt and jeans, and combat boots.

He wiped across his brow when he got to me. “Girl, you scared me.”

“I would say little ole me? But after Zoey, I don’t blame you.”

“Yeah, I thought she jumped the wall somehow. Sensors should have been triggered, but nothing’s perfect.”

“Did I trigger any?”

“Yeah. That’s why I came out. This early in the morning, no one is usually awake yet. What are you doing out here?”

I shrugged. “Sorry. I was just awake. I started wandering around.”

“We’re kind of on high alert. Zoey doxed you once. We’re not totally sure she’ll play nice now. Plus, we don’t know what attention this has attracted. Maybe someone worse will come by to vlog it.”

I stiffened, turning to him. “Soma left earlier today to go check on the house.”

“Hopefully he knows to not talk to anyone on his way.” He motioned to the house. “Let me walk with you. Loïc is already up, said something about waiting for you for breakfast.”

“He’s up early.” I walked beside him toward the garage and then on to the house.

“If you ask me, he doesn’t sleep enough. He’s up until past midnight and then out and about before the sun comes up. I can’t keep those hours.”

“Does he expect you to?”

“No, but I’m not happy to be asleep while he’s awake. Sometimes he’s not even here when I wake up. He doesn’t tell me where he’s going.”

“I hear he has a habit of not informing people when he should.”

“Right-o.”

We stood together just outside the front door of Belle Cielo. Just beyond the door, the house seemed to still be sleeping, silent. Lights were dim. What little morning sun pierced through the clouds at the horizon didn’t do much for the shadows inside.

He hesitated going in and turned to me. “Things have gotten a little crazy, but I hear Loïc did wonders for you in Atlanta.”

I nodded slowly. “Seems like Ace was okay, too,” I said. “I think we can trust him.”

“If you say so,” Oliver said. He pushed a palm to his cheek, rubbing. “I know I sound paranoid. I’m still trying to figure this out. Sometimes Courteau says come crazy things about Ace, but then he says nice things.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of it either. 

“You’re a free girl now, though,” Oliver said. “You could take off any time you wanted. Get away from this craziness.”

“I could,” I said quietly, and then motioned to the front door of Loïc’s estate and then beyond. “But I may stick it out a little while longer. Someone’s got to watch your back, right?”

Oliver chuckled, turned and opened the door. “I knew you were a little on the crazy side when I met you.”

Oliver guided me down the side of the house I hadn’t been in, where there was a large dining room with a stately, dark oak table. 

Noises came from a door further down the hallway. Oliver and I followed the sounds.

We entered an immense, modern kitchen. There was a main sink along one counter near the back, a large island with two sinks on either side, two fridges next to each other. The kitchen could have housed an army of chefs. Loïc was there, looking into the fridge, a frying pan in one hand. He turned around when Oliver walked up to get his attention. He blinked at him and then at me and then turned back to Oliver. “Have you slept?”

“No. I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to until tonight.”

“Time to start,” Loïc said. “You’re no good to me dead on your feet.”

“I was waiting for word from Soma.”

“Soma has been doing this longer than you. He can handle himself. Go to bed.”

Oliver rolled his eyes, flashed a tired smirk at me and then drifted out through the dining room and disappeared.

“I take back what I said last night,” Loïc said. He pulled out a carton of eggs and a stick of butter. He shut the door with a foot. “Oliver isn’t quite as loyal yet as someone like Soma.”

“Oliver seems to be doing okay,” I said.

“He doesn’t fully trust me, and he doesn’t fully trust Soma or Ace. I knew that’d take time, but it’s taking longer than I wanted, especially since I said to trust them.” He put the pan on a gas stove that was in the middle of a large kitchen island in the center. He put the food down on the countertop beside it and began looking around again. “Have you seen bread anywhere?”

I gazed around the large kitchen, stepping away as he searched cupboards, and went to poke my head into a pantry, and then again into a butler’s pantry, finding two loaves of bread on the counter inside. “Wheat or white?” I called.

“Both.”

I brought the packages over. “I don’t want to sound like a snob, but don’t you have a chef or something to work for you?”

“I don’t need a chef to make me eggs and toast,” he said. He started a flame and used a spatula to cut a dab of butter out of a stick and toss it into the bottom of the pan. “Besides, he has the day off today. After yesterday...Speaking of which, you and I need to have a conversation. Pull up a stool.”

I found one positioned under the counter of the island in front of the stove. I perched on it to watch. He placed slices of bread into the melted butter in the pan. 

“You don’t use a toaster?” I asked.

“Why? I’ve got a flame going for eggs. It can make toast, too.” He pointed the spatula at me. “Makes an amazing difference if you’d have a little patience.”

I remained quiet while he focused on making four pieces, two of each toast, buttering and heating up both sides. 

It was an odd moment. The elegant Loïc had somehow turned into someone domestic, relatable. Where was the guy who snubbed me the day before? 

To my surprise, I didn’t feel uncomfortable. Not this time. Not like I needed to impress him. “What did we need to go over?”

Loïc cracked an egg and split the shell to drop the contents into the hot pan. “Soma awarded the points to you, but he said it was because of something you told him last night. What did you say?”

My mind crawled with retorts I wanted to throw at him for being so single minded, but I didn’t care after all this. After a night’s rest, I was ready to debate my side. “I told him I didn’t care about Mrs. Harvey, I wanted to help the kids. I wanted to figure out how to get those girls into school, medical attention, and to ensure no one else worked in that place with such horrible conditions. I didn’t know how to do it though. I told him how I confronted Mrs. Harvey but it felt useless because it didn’t actually do much. Before I could go into any details, Zoey was at the door.”

Loïc rolled his eyes, crushing eggshells completely in his hand before he tossed them into the trash can. He wiped his hand on a kitchen towel before he started poking eggs with his spatula. “Over easy?”

“Yes, please.”

“Good. A girl with taste.” He salted the eggs and then waited for them to finish. “Anyway, that’s completely ridiculous. I should have gotten one of those points.”

“Which—”

“Because the money was already collected to send those girls to a school,” Loïc said. “The charity already picked out. What makes him think that just because you wanted to help”—he pointed the spatula at me again—“but I was already doing it.” He lowered the spatula again, “What makes him think you get the point?”

My mouth fell open. “What money?”

“The art auction. Yesterday.” 

“That was for...”

He raised an eyebrow and then coughed once. “Take a wild guess where that money was going to in the first place.” He shook his head and plated two eggs per plate and turned off the stove, leaving the spatula on the counter and the pan on a cool stovetop. 

I had a feeling, but I wanted to hear him say it. “I didn’t see anything about what the money was for.”

He fished out spoons from a drawer, placed the plates on the counter, one in front of me. He leaned over, placing his hands on the marble top to peer at me. “You left before I could make the final announcement to tally up the numbers and say where the money was going.”

“Did Soma know that?”

“I wasn’t going to tell anyone until the end of the night. They knew the charity name, but not what they did. Only that it helped kids. Which kids, they didn’t really question.” He pulled out a bottle of iced coffee from the fridge and two glasses and brought them over. He slid a second stool out with his foot and sat down beside me. “Later, when Mrs. Harvey left and you left, I explained the photos had been meant for the end, to introduce who the charity was targeting next.” He smirked. “But you know, everyone recognized the label. I wasn’t going to use actual faces, but you were about to win the point, or so I thought. Getting her to call that factory and fix things. Before I could even finalize the charity event. You were really close.”

I pressed my fingertips to my forehead, staring at the eggs he had made for me. “How did you know about Mrs. Harvey anyway? That Soma had gotten me to work on her?”

A slick dark eyebrow arched. “Who did you think gave Soma a suggestion of what women’s undergarments to buy for a mysterious girl who showed up from the middle of nowhere?”

My heart raced. “How did you know I was there?”

“Soma tried to keep it a secret, but he never was good at hiding information from me. I came over for our usual morning coffee meeting to catch up on what was going on.”

The two cups in the drying rack that morning. “You visit Soma?”

“At least once a week. We have breakfast and I go over my plans and he lets me know, as much as I’m allowed, what Ace is up to. Just so we’re not stepping on each other’s toes too much in this town.”

I poked at the yellows of my eggs, letting it run off the whites in my plate. “And you got Soma to get that brand... So you knew before Soma about Mrs. Harvey? You wanted me to react to it and set Soma up to...”

“If you were the type of person I suspected you were, I’d a feeling you’d ask him to return them. You did well.” 

We ate quietly for a few minutes while I considered the full meaning of what he was saying. “How did you know it was me? From the start?”

He dipped the edge of his toast into the yellow of his eggs absently. “Ace needs to be careful who he gives information to. He told a mutual friend of ours about you and showed him your wallet to get some background information on you. The problem is, he works for me, too.”

It was like Loïc more than controlled everyone around him. He made sure Soma would give me underwear and I’d say something. He pretended to not know me in the hallway at the restaurant, and he’d been pulling more than a few strings before then. 

“When did you start this charity?” I asked. “And why?”

“I don’t know,” Loïc said, holding a piece of toast to his lips. He smiled coyly. “Maybe I read it on a blog somewhere, after Gretta told me about it.”

Gretta...His clothes made sense now. They were hers.

He continued, “Maybe after I read the blog, I got interested in a girl who risked voicing slanderous statements on the internet for a good cause.” He dropped the toast and leaned a little against the counter in my direction. “And maybe someone gave the police a little tickle when I found out that girl was being used so badly.”

I stopped eating, putting the fork down and leaning back a bit too hazardously on the edge of my stool. “You...”

The smirk softened into something gentler. “And maybe someone told Ace to take that deserted old highway instead of the I-26...”

I breathed in deep and held it, trying to still my crazy heart. “I...I was a point. From the start.”

He jerked his head back. “You do know the points are arbitrary, right?” He waved his hand shortly in front of him. “All I’m saying is that Gretta had been keeping up with you and noticed you were a good person fighting a good cause. Maybe I wanted to challenge you, see if it was true. I only nudged the information out a little, exposed it. You made your choices. You decided to run. You decided to trust Ace and join him. It’s surprising. You’ve been the most interesting person I’ve interacted with.”

I wasn’t sure how exactly he did it all, but in the moment, I was angry to not have seen it from the start. My jaw tightened. “You’re pulling strings and pushing buttons,” I retorted. “I could have died out there.”

“I wouldn’t have let you.”

“I’m not yours to let do anything...” I stammered, trying to make my point, but so infuriated that I stood up from my stool, backing away from him. “You were right, the points are arbitrary. Maybe the points are there to disguise to Soma and Ace what you’re really doing. Distract them from your manipulation of people. You’re pushing pieces around the chessboard, trying to goad everyone to do what you’d want them to do.”

He nodded slowly. “And you, Cherie, joined in. And you liked it.” A chime sounded and Loïc pulled a phone out of his pocket, checking the face. “Old Mr. Marple is asking for me. He’s all the way over in the Japanese guest house.” He looked at me and then nudged my arm. “Don’t wait for me to come back. This may take a while.”

He rose and then headed for the door.

“Hey,” I said and he stopped. “Why did you walk right by me the first time? In the restaurant.”

The coy smile returned. “I was testing out how serious you were about Ace, about if you were really falling for him or not.”

“How was ignoring me testing me?”

He shrugged. “Question my methods, but it worked.” He peered over his shoulder to meet my gaze. “You wouldn’t care if I looked at you or not if you were into him. You wouldn’t leave your shawl behind if you were that interested in him. You’d only do that if you really wanted my attention. And you still do.”

I froze as he walked away. The footsteps of his hard-soled shoes faded off.

That was my fault for trying to play games with him. I was falling into his already woven web. The one he built just for me.

How much did Ace really know?

How much did Soma?

How manipulative could one person be? He could have told me what my ex-boyfriend was doing. Instead of warning me, or finding a way to get my ex to be arrested without getting me into the middle, he used it to get me to react. While I hadn’t done everything the right way, scared for my own reputation, he was the one burning it all to the ground.

I slid my fingernail across the polished marble of the countertop, staring at my half-eaten eggs and considering what he told me.

Oliver was right. I could leave now. I could take off and get away from this.

Could I just leave? Where would I go?

And was I just playing into Loïc’s hand more?

I considered my options, the low flame of anger growing inside of me. The more I considered it, the more I wanted to get out of here.

Recover.

Figure out how to come back and show Loïc he couldn’t manipulate people like this anymore. Ruin my career. He wanted to score points but did anyone take them away for misbehavior?

Someone needed to put him in his place, ruin his reputation. Embarrass him until he couldn’t show his face any more.

It was tempting to burn down the entire estate but I subdued that notion. Breaking his stuff wouldn’t have done anything to his ego. As much as I wanted to react in that way, I was sure it wasn’t enough.

I needed help. Someone I could completely trust.

I opened the phone, staring at the screen, trying to think.

After a moment, I dialed.

She picked up after a couple of rings.

“Gretta,” I said quickly. “It’s Evelyn.”

She was silent on her end. “Hi. How are you?”

“I was wondering if I could ask a favor.”

“Shoot.”

“Can you come pick me up?”

“From where? Where are you?”

I told her.

She coughed shortly. “I’ve been there, but girl, what’s going on? Why are you calling me?”

“I need you to meet me outside the gates. It’s a long story. Remember when you told me no one misbehaves in this town?”

“Yes. Mostly true.”

“Well...Someone’s been misbehaving bad.”

Short pause. “I see.” 

I got off the phone with her, getting her to come find me on the other side of the gate. 

It took a while to walk the length of the gravel road that led to the front gates of the estate. I’d no doubt it would trigger Oliver or someone else to come see who was out here. 

I wasn’t sure how long it would take them to figure out no one had come in, it was me escaping.

I’d be back. I only hoped I could find more people I could trust.
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Epilogue
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(Ace)

Ace had arrived with Soma just as introductions started and had remained in the dark while Eva was telling her story to the other girls sitting around the stage. The door to Tissu Deux had been left over, probably in anticipation of their arrival.

It was Gretta that had called them. She hadn’t warned them why.

They’d been looking for Eva for weeks. She’d disappeared completely. Not even Loïc had any clue.

They’d remained in the shadows, waiting and listening.

“Did you know about all of that?” Ace asked. “That Loïc...”

“No,” Soma said in a deep tone. “I’ve had my suspicions for a couple of years but lately...” He stopped and frowned deeply. After a minute he walked forward, heading toward the collection of people at the couches.

Ace sighed and followed him. Soma was never one to wait around for answers. He’d go ask. Ace felt the same way. Time to stop the craziness.

It was Future who stood up, nodding her head in their direction. “Sorry, gentlemen, this is a closed girl club.”

“Hang on,” Gretta said, leaping off the couch to hold her hands up. “No, I invited them.”

Evelyn gasped, the others twisted in the couches more, appearing confused.

“Who are they?” Celeste asked. She scratched a fingertip delicately at her brow. “Exactly?”

“Ace Waris,” Ace said, bowing slightly. “This is Soma.”

Rainee rose to stand and put a hand out in motion of welcome. “Gentlemen, I hope you’ll forgive my cousin, and also our surprise. I personally wasn’t expecting you.” She said this in a sing-song way and directed her gaze to Gretta. “I assume someone else here made the call.”

“We need help,” she said. “People we can trust. They’ve been manipulated too.”

“How do we know they are on our side?” Celeste asked. She turned to Evelyn. “Do you trust them?”

Evelyn had stood quietly, her sunglasses hiding her eyes but her mouth tight. When she finally spoke, her voice was cracking, probably after talking for so long. “I don’t know.”

Soma stepped toward her, arms open. “We had no idea he went that far. Ruining innocent people’s reputations and lives is not what I signed up for.”

“I never would have let him,” Ace said. His heart was thundering in anger at the idea of it. “He’s gone overboard. We have to stop him.”

“How can I know?” she asked. “How do I trust you now?”

Soma turned to Ace. For once in their partnership, Soma seemed distraught, unsure of how to convince her. This was Eva. She’d been through a lot. After her ex-boyfriend and Loïc, he couldn’t blame her for not wanting to trust anyone else, especially two people who have been so closely involved, and she barely knew them.

“Because...” Ace started to say, stumbling over the words. “You should trust us because...We’ll give you access, but we’ll stay out of the way.”

A brow rose above the glasses hiding her eyes. Ace hated them, he wanted to see what she was thinking. No wonder she wore them, he was used to reading her feelings through her eyes. She was protecting herself. “How do I know you’ll do that?”

“We’re your captives,” Ace said. He held up his phone, showing it to her. “You can use this for information. Make us untraceable and unable to reach out to Loïc. Ask us to do anything you want. We’ll do it.”

Soma took his own phone out to show it to her. “Me, too. We’ll sit quietly in a room and out of the way until you’re done, or help you with what you’re planning. Your call. We’re your pawns from this point forward.”

She tilted her head, looking at Gretta and the others. “I don’t know what to do.”

Celeste and Rainee came around closer to her, standing beside her to look at the two of them.

Ace swallowed thickly. Celeste he was familiar with but had never spoke to her personally. Rainee he’d spoken to but only at social events. Usually because she was running it. Having them know about the game they’d been playing in town made him uncomfortable. They’d had good intentions.

At least Ace thought he had. He only meant to improve the city. Knowing what Loïc had done to Eva, he questioned how many more people he’d sacrificed.

Rainee was the one who spoke first. “I feel we don’t need the help of two gentlemen who feel like people’s reputations and lives are games to toy with, even if you thought originally it was helping.”

“But we didn’t know about—” Ace started to say.

Rainee lifted a hand, a motion for him to stop. “However, I’m not beyond allowing redemption.”

“Maybe we should take their points away,” Celeste said with a smirk. “By exposing the exposers.”

“Maybe a public confession?” Rainee asked. “That’s tempting.”

“It’s wrong,” Evelyn said. She stepped forward, away from the others and addressed Ace and Soma directly. “After being humiliated and after what I did to Mrs. Harvey, I understand how pointless that side of it really is. It’s drama. It’s nonsense and doesn’t help anyone. You can do good things without causing a scene or getting attention in such ways.”

Ace lowered his shoulders and nodded. “I’m sorry for my part in it.”

Soma butted in. “We could have shut down the sweatshop on our own without it all. Among other things we could have done better.”

“And more quietly,” Ace added. “But we’re willing to do that now. No points. No drama. Loïc needs to be stopped and we’re the only ones who can help you get close enough.”

Evelyn nodded and turned to the others. “We’ll monitor them, but...” she lifted the glasses and faced them full on. “We’re not like Loïc. We don’t make them confess. We just need to correct what’s broken. We need to make him stop. For good.”

“Because no one misbehaves in this town,” Rainee said. “And we’ve got other people to take down, too.”

“It won’t be easy,” Gretta said, coming around to motion to the guys. “I called them because I had a gut feeling. If you trust them enough, we’ll get the information we need. But we also need to tell each other what happened with the others.”

Ace relaxed, nervous but sure they were making the right decision. They were betraying Loïc, but they were right. They had been wrong.

He couldn’t imagine what the other girls had gone through. From what they had said before Evelyn had spoken, their stories sounded much more horrifying. Ace shared a look with Soma. He wanted to prove to Evelyn, and even to the others, that they weren’t who they thought they were. “Tell us what else happened. We want to hear it.”

Evelyn lifted her chin, speaking calmly. “Who wants to share next?”

“I think it’s my turn,” Celeste said. She pointed to the boys and then motioned to the couches. “Get comfortable. It’s a long story.”

Thank you for reading Evelyn! If you enjoyed it, please consider reviewing it at the retailer where you purchased it and on review sites like Goodreads.
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Keep reading for a taste of the next book in Charleston’s Leading Ladies, Celeste.
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Bond, I Am Not
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It was sunlight stabbing me in the eyes that woke me. I bolted upright, sucked down a cool breath of air into my lungs and sat in confusion for a good few minutes. How in the world did I end up sleeping in the car?

The fog of sleep lifted and I remembered: Catching a murderer. Doing an overnight stakeout in your car works a lot better when you don't fall asleep. James Bond would have been severely disappointed.

I found my cell phone, checking the time; a little after six thirty in the morning. How was the sun up so early in January?

I twisted my bra's underwire out from digging into my boob and straitened my clothes, mostly all black. I wiped away condensation around the inside of the glass...

Preston Dixon’s face appeared, blinking in at me. Sunburned in patches from what I knew was a recent trip to somewhere in Europe, and freckles forming around his nose. The shadows under his eyes nearly matched the color, more gray than blue. His red hair brighter in blond highlights. 

I coughed once. 

He squinted in at me. “Thought it was you.”

The gig was up.

I rolled down the window. Behind Preston, was his father’s two-story brick house. Curtains drawn tight. Red front door motionless. Garage doors closed. His father had shown up last night after work and had completely disappeared. From what I could gather with my borrowed equipment, he watched the news until late into the evening and went to bed. 

“At it again?” Preston asked.

A lie twitched at my lips. “Maybe.”

“No maybe, how long have you been out here?” His voice had that Ivy League accent. Heavy and precise with every syllable. 

“Since last night,” I said. I straightened, wanting to get out and stretch but knowing I was a mess. “But I’ll go. I thought you were in Europe still.”

“Was until this morning. I saw your car as I drove in. You didn’t even hear me.”

I rolled my eyes. I was the worst spy ever. “Don’t tell your dad?”

“Do I ever?” He shook a broad finger at me. “Next time, just call me ahead. I’ll come wake you before he gets up. You’re lucky I came back when I did.” 

He angled himself around my car and then through an open gate, which he closed behind himself. He jogged back to the large house, disappearing inside.

Surveillance work was the most boring, but sometimes it proved worth it.  I didn't have much of a lead otherwise. I'd been chasing this suspicion for months.

That Mr. Dixon had killed my father to take over Logan Enterprises. Easy enough to put two and two together, right? 

Preston thought I was ridiculous, but since I wasn’t a nuisance about it, he let me fly under the radar and snoop around. 

My best friend, Gretta, thought I was insane. 

I just knew something was off. Gut feeling maybe? They say my dad had a heart attack and fell down the steps. I say he was pushed. Maybe I just never got over the idea he was dead.

And since I didn’t take over my father’s company, I had a little too much free time.

A reminder notification popped up on my phone, that I had to be at work a little later today.

I sucked in a lung full of air through my nose and held it. Getting caught snooping and sleeping all night in my car zapped my energy.  I was tempted to call in sick.

I wasn't doing much good here staking out the Dixons at their home, but they’d be awake soon. This had been a bust. Again. 

I pulled my black jacket around after I'd been using it for a blanket and thrust my hands into the sleeves. A moment later, I had the engine turning and was ready to roll.  

At first, I was moving forward, but then stopped short when I remembered this was a dead end cul-de-sac. I put my car into reverse and rolled backward.

Bump.

For a split second, I was pretty sure I was hitting the curb and stopped. I twisted in my seat to double check.

A black car was directly behind me.

It'd been pulling into the Dixon’s driveway.

I stilled, heart beating wildly in my chest. I closed my eyes, willing myself to be still and not panic.

I just hit the curb. I didn't hit the car. Please tell me I didn't hit the car. Tell me the other car just stopped to be sure I wouldn't hit them. 

A car door opened and slammed.  Male, from what I could tell. He was too tall to see who it was through the rear window. Expletives sounded off from his direction.

I shared the feeling. Who was coming by the Dixon’s at this hour? I reached over quickly to slide the binoculars and my listening device into the floor of the seat next to me, threw off my jacket and put it on top to hide them. 

I'd just covered them up when there was a rapping sound at the window. 

He was leaning low to peer at me. Locks of brown hair dangled over dark eyes. Latino. Dark stubble over his cheeks and chin. His nose had a dent in the middle, possibly had broken years ago. 

Could have been worse. It could have been someone else who knew my face. Someone else from the company who wouldn’t keep their mouths shut. 

“Are you okay?” he asked.

His concern for my safety threw me off, especially since he'd been cursing a moment ago. “...What?” 

He leaned against the roof of the car and made an indication to roll down the window. I did.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, Yankee accent. He wasn’t from around here.

I blinked rapidly at him, surprised at his concern. It was just a very slight bump. Still, I did a quick check on my body at his prompting. No blood. “Don't think so.”

He raked his fingers through his dark hair to comb locks of brown out of his eyes. “Want to come out? Check this over with me?”

No. “Okay.”

I breathed in and held it as he opened the door for me and allowed me room to stumble out of the car. My left foot was asleep and tingling. My hair was matted together in a half-done ponytail. The black T-shirt and yoga pants combo were wrinkled to oblivion. I was an unholy mess compared to him; black suit, dark blue shirt, black tie. The sleeves were rolled up nearly to his elbow. Totally professional.

We stood together between the two cars. His, a black Tesla, had a bumper-sized dent in the left rear door. Mine, a blue sedan, a decade old, had its bumper sticking into the dent. Barely a scratch. Was probably there before I got here.

My only problem was, if I called the insurance company, there was a chance certain people in my life would discover this and that would be bad.  It wasn't that I'd been in an accident. It was the location. They'd know I was checking out Dixon again. And I'd been very careful to not let them know where I was lately. It was my own fault parking so close, but it was the only spot to see the house from without causing too much suspicion from the neighbors.

I pretended to be in shock and studying the damage while checking him out. Early thirties maybe? So about my age. No ring. Alone this early and visiting Mr. Dixon. An employee of some sort? I didn't recognize him at all. This is the sort of lead I would have taken advantage of by following him but I would have never gotten this close. 

“Not a lot of damage,” I said as cheerfully as I could. “I'm happy to exchange insurance information, but honestly, I could get this fixed without bothering waiting around for insurance. We could both get out of here quicker.”

He arced a dark brow. “In a hurry?”

“Sort of.”

“You know, it's against the law to hit and run in South Carolina.”

I forced out a very cool smile. Not what I meant to suggest but for the moment, I wanted to play along. How much did he know about the law is what I wanted to find out. “...Yes?” I said in an unsure tone. “What's the penalty for that, anyway? A fine?”

His lips and eyes remained curiously hard to read during this next part. “A year in jail. Minimum.”

Yikes. It wasn't part of the plan to run, but the fact that he knew it without needing to look it up, I guessed him to be law enforcement of some kind. Maybe security?

Why did Mr. Dixon have him come by this early?

And why didn’t Preston warn me?

“Well, good thing we're not running, are we?” I continued in my cheerful tone, trying to be a good sport. “I just wanted to save time. We can take pictures with our phones. I'm willing to say it was my fault if you choose to call insurance, but I'd just rather take care of this. A dent like that isn't worth an insurance price hike. Takes two minutes to fix and buff out. That's a nice Tesla. I bet it told you I was coming. It's a smart car, isn't it? I thought about getting one of those.” I was rambling, hoping to get on his good side or annoy him into wanting to get out of this sooner and just swap information.

He made a tight smile and folded his arms, looking from me to the dent in his car and back at me. He was over six foot. He had high cheekbones and the Hispanic genes reminded me of some popular Mexican actors I really liked. Handsome. 

I would have made friends, except he was working for Dixon. Possibly. I had to get out of here and find out.

“How about this,” he said, “you give me your number, I'll give you mine. I'll trust that I can give you a call and we'll talk about it.”

“You won't call the cops, and try to call it a hit and run?”

“No, actually, I'm in a hurry, too.”

I'd take that. I recited my number to him to put into his phone.

“And what's your name?” he asked.

I hesitated. If he worked with Dixon, he'd know my last name for sure. “Celeste...”

He typed it in. “Last?”

Could I lie? Maybe I shouldn't. “...Logan.”

He continued to type it in without hesitating. No questions? He was so new, he didn't know who his boss was. How did he not know about Logan Enterprises? Or maybe he didn’t make the connection yet. It’s a common name...

“Just sent you a text with my name,” he said and put his phone in his pocket again. 

“Sorry about this,” I said.

He flickered a small smile, the first I'd seen to indicate amusement. “Nothing like a little excitement in the morning. Too bad it was just a small dent. We could have gotten real serious with a tow truck. Hung out a bit longer.”

I couldn’t help smiling at this. “Were you hoping for a bigger one? I could back into it again.”

He laughed. “Maybe next time. I'll give you a call a little later. Let me get out of the way. You can finish turning around. Ciao.”

He got into his car and continued along Mr. Dixon’s drive. I hurried to turn around before could finish parking and get out. Last thing I needed was for Mr. Dixon to answer the door to him and to recognize me and make a comment. 

I'd be lucky if the incident didn't come up in conversation with ...whatever his name is.

⸙
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I Am a Thief
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Men are brilliantly stupid.

For one thing, guys carry the most cash with them anywhere. Didn’t anyone ever tell them cash was dead? 

I nestled myself in one of the side branches of Citadel Mall. I picked my way through a Claire’s but the lights were too bright reflecting off the sparkling plastic and crystals of the teeny-bopper jewelry and handbags. I ducked into a shoe store where the lighting was dimmer and the window wasn’t as obstructed. Waiting was the hardest part.

My favorite place to find dumb guys with lots of cash was the mall. Always fairly crowded on a weekend; I could count on at least a couple of twenties for every wallet I temporarily borrowed. 

I never kept all of it. Forty to sixty dollars at the most. Not enough to bother reporting to the cops. I didn’t mess with credit cards, or bother with selling ID cards. That’s the kind of crazy stuff that gets you sent to prison. I always left the wallets and the rest of the leftovers tucked away in the food court and on benches where management would see it and find the owner. That way, the people wouldn’t have to get new ID, which is a huge hassle. 

And they never suspected a thing. All they saw when I accidentally bumped into them was batting eyelashes and as much cleavage as I could muster the absurdity to expose without dry heaving.

It was even better if one of them had a girlfriend on his arm, because the girl would smack the tar out of him, causing an even better distraction with his head turned the other way. Too bad the next place they walked into where she gave him the doe-eyes to buy her yet-another-pair-of-shoes, he’d be out of a wallet, and she’d be on to the next boy toy.

If I could easily distract a guy when he had a decent girl hanging off his arm, he probably deserved to get his wallet picked and the girl was better off. Loyalty was a big deal to me. 

This Saturday had, so far, been a bit of a letdown. Only two hits for me, and I only got forty between them. I handled the cash inside my pocket. The money felt like it was burning between my fingers, partially from the guilt. I wanted to release it, but I’d worked hard for it, and didn’t want to let it go.

Forty dollars wouldn’t be enough to cover the rent for next week, let alone food. I only had about an hour or two left before ...

A target came into view, walking around the corner. He was alone, and wore a dark red jacket. It was kind of early in the fall for it, but I wasn’t going to start complaining; no wallet bulge in his pants pockets and jacket picking was easy. Easier still when he shoved his hands in his jean pockets, and the jacket bulged out on the sides, making my job even easier. 

I waited, watching from inside the shoe store, pretending to study pairs of spiky slut shoes. When he stopped and hovered in front of the cookie shop, I figured it was as good a time as any.

I left the shoe store, taking the long way around the corridor, keeping to the middle potted plants, benches and other mall shin-splitters between us. I looped around casually, moving toward the cookie stand. 

My Doc Martin boots and jeans were casual enough to blend in and be forgettable later. I tugged the hem of my white tank top lower down my body, exposing just a slip of the gray material of the bra underneath; I’d give him a bonus for being an easy target. 

I steadied my pace, trying to give him room and without staring; a skill I’d perfected. I aimed for the right pocket, which was hanging slightly lower than the other, hopefully the sign of a full wallet. If I was wrong, there wasn’t much chance I’d get the other one without attracting notice. Dipping into an empty pocket is a lost target.

I stalled as he bought his cookie, watching to make sure I’d been right about the pocket with the wallet. Sure enough, his hand reached in and pulled it out to pay the teenager behind the counter. I stopped and bent over to tie my boot, another stalling tactic, following him by watching out of the corner of my eye to where he stood off between two stores, digging the cookie out of the bag and stuffing it into his mouth. He was at least a couple of heads taller than I was. Not a problem, but I preferred people more my height, which made picking more natural. He had a wide jawbone and deep-set eyes. He was looking curiously around, as if trying to pick out which direction he wanted to go next. 

He caught my eye briefly on his glance around and I froze. I’d learned early on if I looked at the face, it became harder to make the move. 

This was a real person. I was a thief. 

I usually picked a scruffier type that didn’t look like a nice person. With the jacket, however, he was too easy a target to miss, and I was out of time to pick another.

I spotted the closest trash bin and waited him out.

It didn’t take the guy long to finish his cookie. He aimed for the trash bin I’d picked out. 

I started walking, pretending to decide not to buy a cookie. From my pocket, I dug out a crumpled piece of paper to throw away. 

The next few moments slowed for me, as it did every time. My heart thundered. I questioned again for the millionth time why I did this. 

I prayed I wouldn’t get caught and that if I did, this guy wasn’t the type who would beat me to a pulp. 

With every step I took closer, I thought about changing my mind and running away. This was wrong. I was a criminal. Every wallet I took added up into some kind of unseen karma debt, and one day I’d strike out big time.

Except my brother and I wouldn’t have a roof over our heads if I gave up now. 

One more. I promised myself this would be the last. I’d find a good job soon. We just needed to scrape by this week.

I focused on the jacket.

I aimed, and increased my pace to match his stride.

Bump.

My left hand brushed against his jacket at the heavy pocket. 

My right hand released the trash, tossing it away. I caught the strap of my tank top that slid down my shoulder. Practiced moves I’d done dozens of times.

Big brown eyes flashed, focusing on my face. Instead of lowering to my breasts, they remained, studying. 

That alone caught me off guard. Targets never did that. Not holding my gaze for so long, as if he was disinterested in the body and instead wanted to see the person. See me.

At least his eyes were up instead of down at waist level. It was enough. My hand was already in his pocket, curled around the leather wallet, lifting. All I had to do was blush and apologize, tuck the wallet under my arm and out of sight and turn ...

"Hey! You! Girl!"

The shout was so desperate, so commanding, my whole body started to quake and I stopped. My target and I broke our locked gazes and sought out the voice. 

It came from across the corridor at the pretzel shop. A guy behind the counter wearing a folded paper hat and blue and white print apron stared us both down.

And pointed right at me.

"Come here," he shouted, in a tone that had my knees jolting into motion. The power was undeniable.

But I was clutching a wallet that didn't belong to me. Rattled now, I realized too late that I had hesitated. I returned my focus again on the target, meeting cool, brown eyes. Eyes that lowered down to my hand that was holding his wallet between us.

I popped my mouth into an innocent ‘o’ shape. "You dropped this,” I said in a quiet voice, holding up the wallet toward him.

My target frowned. He tugged the wallet from my hand and shoved it back into his pocket, zipping it up. I turned away quickly. My mind whirled, trying to figure out the closest exit. I needed to get out of there before he put two and two together and ...

"Girl!" The guy shouted again from behind the counter. He whistled, a sharp, high pitch, snapped his fingers and pointed again. "You. The pretty one with the brown hair."

I scoffed, turning around and spotting the guy focused on me again. He was drawing so much attention that I wouldn't be able to make another target here for hours, if not for days. I glared at him, and closed the distance to his pretzel stand. Maybe if I ate his stupid sample pretzels, he’d stop drawing attention to me.

"What?" I seethed.

When I finally met his gaze, my body froze.

Two different colored eyes blinked back at me. That made me think perhaps I was dreaming. One blue and one green. That didn’t seem possible.

His soft brown hair was a little longer on top, brushed to one side at the crown, and cut close around the nape of his neck. The style reminded me of a rock star I’d had a crush on a couple of years ago. He had broad shoulders under the blue T-shirt he wore beneath the apron, and a black cord around his neck with a silver-encased sand dollar. His left wrist was covered in tiny bracelets made out of braided thread and some were plastic like you’d get out of a quarter machine. He wasn’t as tall as my target, maybe just a head taller than I was. It was hard to tell, since he was behind the counter. It seemed as if the floor dipped a little on that side. 

His lips curled up in a brash smile. "What's your name?" he asked. His voice, when he wasn't shouting, actually had an amused tone, like he was incredibly curious and needed to know.

My jaw’s hinge didn’t seem to want to work to close the gap of my mouth hanging open. Was he serious? "Pardon?"

He planted his palms on the counter, leaning over it. "I was asking your name. You know, the thing on your driver’s license."

"I know what you mean," I said quickly. "Why do you care?"

"Do you want a job?" 

I huffed indignantly. He called out to me from across the mall to ask if I wanted to work for him at a food stand? He appeared to be my age, about eighteen at least. Maybe a little older. It was hard to imagine him as a manager. "No thank you," I said. Not that I didn't need one, but the way he was asking me was too odd to comprehend. Plus, I didn't like the way he was looking at me. I simply didn’t believe he was being genuine. He’d call some random girl over to his food stand and hire her? And, he’d called me pretty...

I started to walk off but he called out, "Wait!" It was that commanding tone again and I found myself pausing to obey. "Just tell me your name."

I grunted and turned to meet his mismatched eyes. "Bambi." 

He cocked his head at me. "That's not your real name." 

My lips parted, my heart pounding. "How would you know?"

"You're not a very good liar."

It was usually one of my better talents. The only other person who could tell was my brother. I turned away from him, too rattled to talk any more.

"Wait," he said. 

I ignored it this time, my ears filled with the sound of my pounding heart and masking his tone. I wasn’t sure what disturbed me more: the fact that he knew I lied so quickly or that I was impressed he could.

Before I could get past the window of the next store over, I tilted my head casually to check behind me. I caught him jumping the pretzel stand’s counter. He tore away the hat and the apron, dropping them to the ground and started after me. 

I leaped into a half-jog so as to not look like I was running away, but simply trying to get somewhere. I started to turn back to see if pretzel boy was still chasing me when I crashed into what felt like a brick wall and started to stumble. I caught myself on the wall to stop from falling. 

A pair of deep-set eyes stared down at me. My target with the red jacket. His serious face focused on mine, recognition setting in.

I pushed myself off of him. In full panic mode, I dashed down a corridor to the left. This time when I looked back, I had two pursuers. They jogged together after me. Their feet moved in unison, something I’d only seen in movies about the army. They knew each other? It was too much for it to be a coincidence.

I cut my way between two women walking babies in strollers together. One of the best things about being a girl is to be able to weave around and through areas and be excused, even if it was rude. Guys can’t get away with that, not in South Carolina. Any other guy passing by would chase them, which I was kind of hoping would happen.

Unfortunately, they didn’t take that risk, and were stuck lolling behind the strollers, which was almost as good.

I took a turn down another corridor, finding a wide courtyard with a center fountain. I spotted a guy by himself on his cell phone, standing in the corner. He had short cropped, sun-kissed blond hair. Tall, maybe even taller than my target, wearing a black T-shirt with a Zelda Triforce logo from the video game. Nerdling.

I stepped up next to him and wove an arm around his, which was hard to do, because now that I stood next to him, I realized he really was towering over me. “Sorry. Can I borrow you for a second?" 

The guy choked on whatever he was about to say into the phone and fixed his eyes on me. They were a very nice cerulean blue. His face was a touch unshaven, almost unnoticeable with his blond hair. His skin had a gorgeous tan as if he’d spent a lot of time outside. "What ... uh ... Can I help you?" he asked.

The smile sliced right through me, catching me off guard with the sincerity. His voice was strong and appealing, with a hint of amusement. “Yes,” I said when I pulled myself together. “Could you pretend I’m your girlfriend for a minute?”

The skin at the crest of his high cheekbones tinted. “Any particular reason?”

“An ex-boyfriend and his buddy just spotted me. I wanted to get away before they try to corner me, or at least dissuade him from coming over. He’s not a good guy.”

“Oh?” he asked, tapping at his cell phone and dropping it into his pocket. “He’s not a big guy, I hope.”

I liked him. He was quick and willing to play along. If I hadn’t been in panic mode, I would have kissed him. “Can we just go into a shop and pretend to make out or something?”

“Sure,” he said with a hint at a smile, like he didn’t believe I really meant the making out part. He pointed at the closest store. “How about that one?”

“Perfect,” I rattled off, without actually looking at where he had pointed. We just needed to get going. 

I followed him inside a Love Culture store. I couldn’t spot anyone tailing us, which was good, but I wanted to make sure. If they were still trying to find me, I wanted to be out of view for a bit. I’d backtrack and find an exit when I was sure they had passed us by. 

I clung to the nerdling’s bicep, surprised to feel a bulge of muscle. He had a fit body underneath his T-shirt and corduroy slacks. I noted the confident way he carried himself into the store, and how eager to please he seemed to be. 

Nerdlings weren’t usually my type. They were usually “yes men”—you could tell them to jump off a cliff and they’d do it and beg for another order just to make you happy. Some girls liked that, but I hated it.

But I tried not to presume based on looks, or fashion choices. 

He headed toward the back, and picked a spot behind one of the clearance racks. He nudged me beside him, so we were both hidden from the front of the store. “How’s this?” he asked, a blond eyebrow going up. 

I nodded, and then stopped short when I realized we were in a section of bras and ladies’ underwear. 

He followed my gaze and studied the displays. His cheeks tinted again. “Sorry,” he said. “I was just ... didn’t mean ...”

“It’s fine,” I said quickly. I wanted to make him comfortable since he was being such a good sport about the situation. “I hadn’t noticed either.” 

“What’s your name?” he asked.

I hesitated. “Bambi,” I said, going with my initial lie. I wasn’t sure why I did it. I was just sure I wouldn’t see him again. A shame, but really, it was for the best. I wasn’t his type, or anyone’s type, for that matter.

“I’m Corey,” he said, oblivious to the fact that I’d just lied. That brought back some confidence. I wasn’t that horrible at lying. 

He held out a hand, and looked expectantly at me.

I took it quickly, shaking it and hoping he didn’t notice me rattling from leftover panic. “Sorry to inconvenience you.”

“Not a problem. I wasn’t in a hurry.” He tilted his head, focusing on my face. “Did you try telling him to back off?”

“Who?”

“Your ex-boyfriend. The one we’re hiding from.”

“Oh,” I said. “Yes. He doesn’t listen very well.”

His eyes flicked up as if checking to see if anyone was paying attention. He returned his focus on me and smiled sympathetically. “And I’m sorry.”

He seemed so sincere about his apology that I had no idea what he was saying it for. Because of the place he picked out? “I said it was fine.”

“Not that,” he said. “I mean ...” and he angled his head to indicate I should look behind me.

I turned, surprised to see pretzel boy leaning against the wall. His bicep muscle bulged as he put his weight on his hand. His smile played on his lips as he cocked his head toward me. “Hey there, pretty girl.”

I tumbled backward in a panic, flat into the rack of bras. A space between the top and base of the rack allowed for an escape. I weaved through quickly to the other side. I stumbled forward and shot between two sales racks and hauled it to the exit.

My target in the red jacket had parked himself by the entryway. He weaved, his arm outstretched to catch me by the elbow. I diverted, turned and ducked out of range. He probably wasn’t expecting me to get away from his pals.

This time I didn’t stop for any more games. I was going to find an exit and run home. Mall security must have caught on to me. 

I had to cut through two more crowds before I found the entrance to a small service hallway. I launched myself between a couple, breaking their hand holding, and made a dash for the hallway.

I started to slow when someone from the other end of the service hall came out of a side door. I combed my fingers through my hair, away from my eyes, to try to look presentable, like a tired employee going home.

As we closed in on each other, I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. He looked almost exactly like the nerdling, except his clothes were different, wearing a red T-shirt depicting the local college football team, jeans and Nike sneakers. He also carried himself differently, with a swagger. It was like the nerdling had managed to get all cool in a blink.

I slowed, staring, sure I was going crazy.

The guy, once he caught my eye, stared right back at me. His head tilted, a curious smile played on the side of his mouth. When we got close, he slowed. “Hi.”

“No time,” I said, trying to sound apologetic. “Have to get home.” I turned my body sideways to squeeze by him. 

His hand shot out toward the wall, right next to my head, blocking my path. His blue eyes focused on me. 

These were different than the nerdling’s too. Same blue shade, but dimmer. Sad. Wounded. Embedded so deep inside him that it seemed overwhelming and I wanted to tell him I was deeply sorry for whatever hurt caused his otherwise incredibly handsome face to look so down. 

Those eyes stilled my lips as well as my legs. His gaze seemed to penetrate through me, right to my core, begging me to find what was lost in him, wanting to fix him, so the smile on his lips actually reached his soul. 

“You don’t have to run,” he said in a tone that was soft, deep, and suggested deeper meaning.

The sound of a door crashing open behind me told me otherwise. “I have to ...” I said. I inched to move under his arm.

His arm slid down, until his fist was against the wall, at my chest height. His eyes were still sad, but he masked them somehow with a teasing glint. “Stop it, sweet pea. You aren’t in trouble. Yet.”

My eyes widened at him. I turned my head, catching pretzel boy, my target, and Corey, the nerdling coming down the hall.

My panicked heart was unrelenting against my rib cage. Despite what the cool guy was saying, this was clearly a security team, obvious in the confident way they approached me. Pretzel boy had taken the lead over the other two following him. His mismatched eyes zeroed in on me, the smile on his lips smug, satisfied. He’d caught his prey.

But I had one more last trick. A dirty girl trick.

“Rape!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. 

The entire group of boys stopped dead, except Corey, who jumped a short step back. 

I took my chance. I ducked under the cool guy’s arm. 

“Wait,” pretzel boy called. “Bambi!”

I didn’t stop. I felt the brush of the cool guy’s fingers swiping at my back, but he wasn’t fast enough. I darted down the hall toward the exit.

An alarm didn’t sound. I was out in the parking lot and weaved amid the cars. Losing my breath. Losing my mind. Losing the boys.

For now.
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