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Natalie

It was drizzling as I made my way to the gravesite where my husband and his life partner rested. Ewan “Hawk” MacRae carried the umbrella, keeping pace but staying a step behind and to my side. I held a letter in my hand.

“Do you want me to leave you, madam?”

I shook my head. “No, Hawk. Stay. I’ll be brief.” I turned back to the gravestone and wiped away some dirt from Halden’s grave. I brushed wet grass from Julian’s headstone as well.

With a sigh, I opened the letter.

“Well, Halden, my love. As you know, my book was published just before you passed.” I wanted to speak with him and Julian as if they were still with me, the three of us sitting in the sunroom, laughing over Halden’s memoir.

“I miss you both,” I told the headstones. I traced Halden’s name on his stone: Lord Halden Morgan Cavendish, 8th Baron of Voss, 1939 - 2024. Beloved partner, friend, and husband.

The engraving of Orion on Halden’s headstone was mirrored on Julian’s headstone. Julian Francis Avery, 1944-2022. A curator of light, a steward of legacy, and father by choice.

These men were my family. One was my husband, the other his love and my adopted father.

Julian had insisted on it, quietly but firmly, just after my twenty-fifth birthday. “Families are chosen, ma fille,” he’d said in that calm, exacting French of his. “And I choose you.” The paperwork was signed within weeks. No press, no announcements—just a legal form and a long hug in the Paris gallery office, where he told me I was his legacy. Not the art. Me. 

I returned to the letter. “You’ll be glad to know that the movie studio has greenlit my book adaptation.” I laughed. “Can you imagine my characters finding a life on the big screen? I bet that wasn’t something you imagined when I first met you, Halden. And Julian, I have so much to thank you for, introducing me to Halden four years ago.”

I folded the letter and tucked it into my pocket.

“I’d still be a lost writer, struggling to share my inner worlds if you two hadn’t found me.”

Hawk handed me two flowers. Lavender for Julian, and white roses with eucalyptus for Halden.

I paused a moment, relishing the slight breeze against my face. The drizzle had let up briefly. Late autumn in Scotland. I’d miss my home over the next few months. I placed a hand on Julian’s headstone one last time.

“Garde-moi une place au soleil, mon père.”

Save me a place in the sun, Father.

I stood straight, turning to Hawk.

“Let’s go, Hawk.”

“Yes, madam. That was very nice,” he added, nodding at the flowers. “Appropriate.” He tapped his earpiece. “White-Raven on the move.”

Good lord, I’m White-Raven now? Better than Echo-One from last week.

We left the estate chapel and headed toward the house. A black car was waiting in the courtyard.

Rowan looked up from his phone as I approached.

“Madam, you have a meeting at three with Ms. Grange to discuss your trip to the States.”

I nodded absently, not truly listening.

Would Halden be happy I'd sold the movie rights to my first novel? I thought so, but I harbored doubts. I always would, unfortunately.

“Rowan,” I interrupted him.

“Ma'am?”

I rolled my eyes. “Rowan, honestly, I'm only six years older. Call me Natalie. We're not in public.”

A smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. “Madam, Hawk calls you my lady and madam only.”

I caught Hawk's eye. He had a smile.

“Yes, I know. He stubbornly refuses to call me Natalie. I hope, when we're in the United States, you will all call me Natalie in public. I do not want sycophantic fanfare from people there.”

Rowan hesitated. “And if using your title will bring results faster?”

“Fine,” I relented. “If being Lady Cavendish, 9th Baroness of Voss will help, go for it. But only,” I warned, “if absolutely necessary. Got it, you two?”

“Yes, madam.” Hawk was so stubborn.

“If you insist, Natalie.”

I held up a hand, a thought coming to me. “Except in California. There I will be N. Voss. If it’s related to the movie or book tour, please refer to me as N. Voss only. I don’t want to confuse any fans. Or make the filming worse.”

Rowan made a note.

“Is Moira ready? She will come along. Such absurd traditions," I muttered under my breath. I couldn’t travel without a maid, for appearances. 

“I hope you two are packed. I'll take my call on the way to the airport. Hawk, inform the pilot.”

“Madam,” my butler, Georges, greeted me as I entered my estate.

“Georges, Moira will be accompanying me on my trip. Will you require extra help in her absence?”

“No, madam.”

I handed him my raincoat. “Thank you.” I paused. “Does Mary have any of those cookies left?” I asked hopefully.

The older man smiled, breaking his stoic facade. “Yes, madam. She saved them for you.”

“I wish you’d call me Miss Natalie. Madam makes me feel old.”

“If you wish, Miss Natalie.”

I gave my butler an impulsive hug. “Thank you. It makes losing Halden a little easier.”

Mary sat at the kitchen table with Rowan and Hawk. She lit up when she saw me.

“I saved your American cookies, madam.” She handed me a tin.

I hefted it, feeling the weight. “Ooh, thank you. I'll have plenty leftover when Rowan tries to steal some.

He shot a guilty look at Mary. “I only took one, Mary, I promise.”

“Want me to break his hand, madam?” Hawk asked, cracking his knuckles.

“How will he do his job, Hawk? Oh, speaking of, has our liaison been updated on our arrival?”

Hawk nodded, “Yes, madam. Mr. Holloway will meet us in New York and fly with us to California.”

“I hope he has a cool call sign like you, Hawk. Beastmaster or Darstar.” My joke landed flat. TJ would have gotten it.

I pushed him from my memory. I had no time for past regrets or mistakes.

––––––––
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I insisted we all ride together in the Rolls to the airport in Glasgow. Moira, my lady’s maid, sat in the back with Rowan and me. Graeme, my driver, drove with Hawk beside him.

I relaxed in the seat, comfortable physically, but missing Halden and Julian. How would I explain my marriage to anyone back in the States? Cindy knew – she was my maid of honor, her daughter my flower girl.

Wait. Do I really care what anyone thinks?

No, I didn’t. Cindy knew. Hers was the only opinion that mattered now.

The only real problem I foresaw was the book tour and script consulting overlap.

And maybe if my family found out.

About four years ago, my older brother reached out, asking for a “small investment” for his newest company. The timing was suspicious, as it coincided with my first large art sale. How had he known? I was in New York at the time. I remember a story in the papers there.

That was the one and only time I'd spoken with any of them. I ignored calls and texts, deleted emails without opening them. I considered sending them a letter informing them I was no longer legally tied to them. But that would have revealed my new name and my location. They deserved neither.

And just before marrying Halden, I changed my phone number. That removed all access from anyone in my past. Hawk, Rowan, Cindy, and Moira had my direct number, as did Izzy Grange, the curator at my New York gallery. No one else in the US would be able to contact me. All business calls went through my agent, and all social calls went through Rowan. I was unreachable.

A silence fell over us as we approached. Moira was nervous. She didn’t much care for flying. Rowan was busy on his tablet, coordinating our arrival in New York.

We’d have a brief stopover, long enough for me to attend a gala at the gallery, before heading out to California. Izzy Grange, my right-hand woman in the States, would join us on our flight from New York to L.A. to explore an expansion of the Avery North Gallery into Los Angeles.

I held Moira’s hand as the jet took off.

“Thank you, dear heart,” she said, her accent lovely and comforting. She was the mother I wish I’d had, kind, loving, accepting, and she never commented if I ate more cookies than a Lady should.

My phone vibrated just as the plane leveled off. A message from Cindy lit up the screen: Can't wait to see you. Also, you won't believe who asked about you. told him to fuck off. I’m ride or die bitch.

I laughed, heart-lifting. It had been too long.

Cindy always knew how to make me feel like someone worth missing.
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TJ

I cursed as I stared at the budget. “Becca, this is...what the hell am I looking at?”

Becca Yoon stared at me with her dark brown eyes. “What exactly is wrong with it?”

I scanned down the proposed expenses. “There’s nothing here for on-location shots. It’s budgeted, but nothing has been found yet?”

Becca shook her head, her short blue hair swishing. “Nope. But we’ve narrowed down locations. The Argylls are a large area, boss. A lot of lakes and inlets, and small towns. The scouts are still searching.”

I shook my head. “Unbelievable,” I muttered.

I’d been in this business for over five years, since film school in LA, and some aspects of film production left me sleepless.

“When does that author come?” I asked, changing the topic. “Lauren?”

Lauren looked up from her notes. “N. Voss has a meeting here on Monday.”

Today was Friday. These indie authors could be notoriously desperate. They’d likely be thirty minutes early, frantic to have their work seen and praised.

“Fine. I’ll be late. But get them up to speed. Dan will be here. Where is Dan, anyway?”

“In the writers’ room. Working on that mini series,” Kyle Martinez spoke up. “I’ll call Voss’s agent and confirm the appointment.”

“Yeah, sure. Great. See you all Monday.”

They left my office. 

I checked my phone once they’d cleared out. Dan had texted.

Writers' room is chaos. That kid Will keeps pitching one-liners like we’re on CBS.

I replied:

Fire him. Or duct-tape his mouth.

He sent back a thumbs-up and: 

Don’t be late Monday.

I leaned back in my chair, staring out the window over the LA skyline. This office was an upgrade from the previous one. With the release of our award-winning Even Still, We Break, our production company jumped in popularity, attracting investors and projects rapidly. This new office was a reflection of that success.

Reluctantly, I gathered my laptop and headed out the door. My father was still forcing marriage on me, even after I rejected two other women he thrust upon me. Brina, well, she was obvious. Now in rehab for the second time. That wouldn’t work out. And Hannah? A total mess. The amount of men she had in secret, and frequently in public—no, thank you. Last I heard, she was pregnant with baby two and baby daddy two.

This new potential wife, Charlotte Wentworth. She worried me. She was determined, relentless, and she made Brina look like a fluffy little lamb in comparison. Money, influence, looks.

I hated her. Even as kids, I’d hated Charlotte.

But I’d hate anyone who wasn’t her.

––––––––
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I grabbed Charlotte’s wrists and held her back.

“Charlotte, stop. We’re not a couple. Don’t touch me.”

She pulled free. “Tristan, darling, you know that’s not true. We’re getting married.”

“No. We aren’t. My father can go fuck himself if he thinks I’d ever marry you. My life isn’t a schedule to be arranged by others for business.”

We sat at a private table in some upscale restaurant Charlotte had insisted on because we might run into a Hemsworth.

Charlotte liked to remind people she came from real money—East Coast old money, because she’d been raised on inherited yachts and ancestral guilt. She wore a white linen dress that probably cost more than my rent in college, and kept twirling her wine glass like she was in a Nancy Meyers movie. The food sat untouched—a seared scallop dish she’d ordered because it photographed well. She didn’t eat when she was performing. And Charlotte was always performing.

The restaurant smelled like citrus and oakwood candles, every table strategically lit for Instagram. She’d picked it for the lighting, not the food. Said the oysters were subpar, but the mirrors were flattering. Typical.

I watched her drone on about European co-productions and Cannes premiere windows, and for a moment, I flashed back to seventh grade—she was thirteen, cornering me by the lockers to ask if I thought poor kids could ever marry rich ones. Not whether they should. Whether they could. The question had lingered for weeks.

Somehow, she already knew the answer. She was just gauging how long it would take to make me forget it. 

Her Palm Beach summers and Connecticut boarding school, where the horses got more attention than the students, meant nothing in LA. Her name may open doors in DC, but not here.

Her family history didn’t extend back that far. Her grandfather founded Wentworth Shipping—a logistics empire built on post-war steel and questionable labor practices—and somehow that made her think she belonged in the same breath as Astors and Rockefellers. She grew up on the Connecticut coast, learned which fork to use before she could spell her own name, and spent every summer perfecting the art of looking bored in pearls.

What she wanted—desperately, transparently—was relevance. She didn’t care about shipping lanes or supply chain margins. She wanted to be photographed at Cannes, interviewed by Vanity Fair, married to someone just famous enough to get her in the room and just rich enough to keep her there. Which is why she clung to me like I was a brand upgrade. My family name came with a legacy. Further back than the Wentworths, but not as far back as she told herself.

Legacy didn’t matter out here. Not when a YouTuber with a skincare line could buy the same table at Catch.

So she adapted. Or tried to.

The pearls were gone, replaced with some brutalist necklace she claimed was “postmodern.” She’d started calling directors by their first names—Nolan, Damien, Greta—like they were friends. She threw around phrases like “creative equity” and “cultural capital” and still couldn’t name three of our films without checking her notes.

She wanted in. Not just into my world—she wanted to belong to it, as if it had always been hers. And the effort showed.

Worse, she thought it was subtle. I could see right through the curated selfies, the desperate name-dropping, and the constant angling for red carpet placement.

Charlotte didn’t want me. She wanted proximity. To power, to relevance, to the kind of legacy you couldn’t inherit. This legacy had to be built for yourself.

Too bad for her, I already gave mine away.

When Dame Althea Pembroke won both a BAFTA and an Oscar for her performance in Even Still, We Break, I cut business ties. Father’d no longer control me with money. He’d disinherited me in a heartbeat, even pulling his funding from Blacklight. 

Didn’t matter. He no longer controlled me.

But I hadn’t shaken Charlotte, yet. I had no use for shipping lanes or logistics, but I had known Charlotte since middle school.

Charlotte continued to prattle on, ignoring the cursing out of my father. She tended to ignore criticism and bulldoze conversations. Steamrolled the dialogue until it fit her narrative.

“Charlotte, stop talking. God, you’re an insufferable woman, you know that?”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Tris, just give up already. We’re getting married.”

“I think I actually hate you, Charlotte. I was willing to tolerate you because we grew up together, but now? You’ve changed into something awful.”

I stood and left, leaving her at the table alone.

I stopped caring the second Dame Althea’s name was announced on that Oscar stage. My father, his business, Charlotte, and her family, they could all go fuck themselves.

––––––––
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That night, I reread the script for this new novel adaptation. There were a few weak spots. Hence, the reason we asked the author to come in for a script consultation.

N. Voss. Probably some hipster dude with thick glasses and a man bun he wore unironically. I bet he was in his forties, too. The way the sex scenes read in this script was telling.

But the basic story was good. Murder mystery set in Scotland, taking place in an atrium. A bit of steam, a lot of psychological torture. The book had earned rave reviews. Reading it was Kyle’s job, not mine.

I grabbed the dog-eared copy of Hitchhiker’s Guide from my bedside table and opened it. I didn’t have much left from her. I’d stolen this when she left it in our apartment one night: this and the small sticky note she’d left on her door that last day.

The selfies I had with her, I had a hard time looking at them. She used to take pictures with all of us when we first met her and allowed her into our group. But I’d been such a dick. In every picture of us together, she looked happy. I glared, sneered, or looked away.

I kept them, because I could remember her when I saw them. I wanted to remember her like that. Not the night she left. The night I chose Brina because I was too drunk and arrogant to notice she wasn’t Natalie.
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Natalie

I was curious who Cindy meant. Who was out in California that I’d know? Washington, I could guess, but not Cali. I’d only been there three times: Cindy’s wedding, June’s birth, and once in college.

Probably an old college friend.

While the others slept – except Hawk, who remained constantly vigilant – I replied to Cindy, giving her an estimate on when I’d arrive. Per Hawk’s orders, I was never allowed to share specifics over the phone or email. Estimates only.

Who’d be interested in an obscure baroness, anyway? Especially me.

As the Lady Cavendish, I was fairly secluded, since Voss was in Coastal Argyll. Halden had been well known and respected, but as his widow, I was required only on occasion, as the estate demanded it.

I preferred to keep to myself among the peerage. I knew the gossip around my husband, which wasn’t entirely without merit, but I wouldn’t let people slander him. So when I did appear, I made damn sure to put on a show. Better to believe Halden had found love late in life rather than hear the spiteful gossip about his love affair with Julian.

But Julian was Halden’s love, and those two were my loves. After Julian passed from cancer, Halden nearly vanished from life, wallowing in his grief. But those two had sneakily made arrangements for me. Julian adopted me in France, appointed me to the board of his galleries, leaving everything to me at his death. And Halden, a dashing and wonderful man, had left everything to me, estate and title, upon his death. And to ensure my security, we married, Julian walking me down the aisle a few months before he died. It was the fairy tale wedding girls dream of, and it was mine.

Both of my father figures had worked to secure my future, and Halden had publicly claimed me, so no one would be foolish enough to mess with his estate or me.

And with Halden’s passing, his estate and title passed to me – Lady Cavendish, 9th Baroness of Voss.

Most people assumed I inherited my title by marriage—and for a time, that was true. But just before his death, Halden petitioned the Crown to reinstate an archaic clause buried in the original Voss charter. It hadn’t been invoked in nearly two centuries, long before the Cavendishes took control of the estate.

The clause allowed for succession through legal heirs, not just blood. And Halden made me his heir—his wife, yes, but more importantly, the one he trusted to carry the legacy forward. The petition passed quietly. Now the title was mine, not by courtesy, but in my own right.

Which meant one day, if I chose to have children, the barony would pass to them. Cavendish ended with Halden. Voss continued through me.

But Halden and Julian had given me more than money and security. They stepped in to be my family with Cindy being so far away. Julian saw my potential when I came to work at his gallery during grad school. And Halden had encouraged me to continue writing while I helped him write and edit his memoir.

And now, here I was—N. Voss, author of the best-selling novel, The Glass Wild.

We landed in New York safely, deplaned, and headed to my New York apartment. The perks of being a very wealthy widow, I had homes all over the world. Technically, they were Halden’s homes, though a few were Julian’s.

When we arrived at the apartment, it was clear this was one of Julian’s.

As one, we all lowered our voices upon entering. It felt like entering a museum that someone just happened to live in. The pre-war building was located in the Upper East Side and exuded understated elegance. It was filled with light and space and a stray Persian rug or two. Julian had installed custom track lighting for his artwork, which was displayed throughout the apartment.

“Rowan, love, call Izzy and get her over here,” I said, taking in the amount of art filling this space. “If we need more art for the gallery, or to lend to museums, Julian’s got us covered.”

“Well, bloody hell,” Rowan murmured under his breath as we took it all in.

There was art everywhere. Sculptures on plinths, mid-century glass display cabinets, paintings carefully spaced to make the most of the custom lighting, and it was a mix of emerging contemporary artists with established modernist masters, plus I spotted a Chabas.

Even the furniture was art – European antiques mixed with modern designer pieces. In a guest room, I found a Mies van der Rohe daybed beneath a bold Kandinsky.

I spotted something that made me smile. On the ornate mantle sat a framed photograph of Julian and Halden. With a kiss, I touched the picture fondly. Halden had the same one in his room.

Beside the photograph was a worn copy of Le Comte de Monte Cristo.

Sly fox. So that’s where my French copy went.

I’m sure if I looked through Julian’s office, I’d find my copy of Hitchhiker’s Guide, too. My first copy vanished in college, probably thrown away by the guys when they moved.

Rowan hung up the phone. “She’s on her way with her people. What should we do with everything?”

Hawk and Moira had taken luggage to the rooms, leaving Rowan and me in the bright living room. I retrieved the picture of my loves and my book.

“I’d like to set up a trust, Ro. Do we know how many properties are owned in the States by Julian or Halden? Ask Halden’s lawyers.”

He made notes as I spoke. “Who will the trust benefit?”

“Let’s set it up for emerging LGBTQ+ artists. And depending on how many properties, I’d like everything catalogued in each home.” This was a large undertaking. “Get the lawyer to handle things in Europe. I know both Julian and Halden had vacation homes across Southern France and Italy. I remember staying at the one in Crete. Let’s keep that one. And the one in Corfu.”

“And the mansion in LA?”

“Oh, right. Let’s keep that for now. We’ll need a place to live while we’re there.”

Moira reemerged to prepare dinner.

“Dear heart, would you like a full meal or a light snack before bed?”

I checked my watch, an anniversary gift from Halden. “I doubt there is much in this place, Moira. We may need to go out tonight.”

Rowan cleared his throat. “I instructed Ms. Grange to bring supplies for two days.”

“Aw, Ro, you are the best.” He cleared his throat and turned away to hide his blush. “There’s my Sir Blushington,” I teased.

Isadora Grange arrived soon after, and Moira began cooking. Izzy had brought a full team with her — assistants, an archivist, and someone who looked suspiciously like the new assistant curator — all clearly anticipating the moment Julian’s collection would finally be opened.

She swept in, owning the floor, brown eyes already scanning the room. “Well. He really did live in a museum, no?”

“Please catalogue this residence, as well as any others. My lawyer will get you a list,” I said, giving her a quick rundown. “You’ll be heading to Europe too — I’d like the Crete and Korfu villas documented, but left untouched until I’ve had time to select what stays. And the flat in Paris. Leave it untouched.”

Izzy jotted it all down, pausing only to give me a look. “And the others? Italy, France?”

“We’ll likely sell those, or rent them out, but I want full inventories first.”

She nodded, her tone all business. “Got it. We’ll get the scanners and cameras in by morning. I’ll need access to the safe, if there is one, and any storage rooms.”

“Of course. And—” I paused. “Please make a list of what you’d ideally like for each gallery. Final say stays with me.”

That made her smile. “Naturally. I’ve been patient long enough, haven’t I?”

“Izzy, I’m so glad you’re here.” I pulled her in for a hug.

She hugged back with a laugh. “And I am glad to see you, too. Even if you do only call when there is a legacy to sort.”

Izzy’s hug smelled like amber and spice, warm and sharp. When she pulled back, I saw she wore her signature scarlet lipstick, as bold as ever, her mark of defiance across her otherwise perfect face. She was stunning, as usual, in a deep green blouse that made her skin glow and her gold jewelry pop with every flick of her wrist.

“Still refusing to age, I see,” I said.

She grinned. “Please. Black don’t crack, love, but I will take that compliment.” Her accent curled through every word, smooth and unmistakably London. “Now. What am I looking at here? Anything fragile, cursed, or illegal I should be warned about?”

Rowan half-choked on his tea behind me.

“Rowan,” I admonished. “Just art,” I continued. “But with Julian, that might include at least two of the three.”

Izzy snapped her fingers. “Right. In that case, I’ll keep gloves on and avoid touching any ancient scrolls, demonic mirrors, or love letters that might ruin my career.”

Her team had already begun quietly photographing the sculptures and canvases, whispering notes to each other like students in a sacred library. Izzy’s eyes stayed on me, though.

“I assume we’re leaving directly after the gala?” she asked softly.

I nodded. “Are your people trustworthy here without you? This is my father’s home, after all. Oh,” I added, something just occurring to me. “Please save any personal letters, photos, or paintings of Julian and Halden. And if you find any non-art or business books, those two foxes probably stole them from me, and I will want them back.” I held up my book as proof.

She nodded once. “They are, and I will.”

“You’re a lifesaver—”

She raised a hand. “Darling. Do not start with that. You think I would let you face all this alone? You are family. Besides, I have been overdue for some sun and fresh scandal. I will have the archive prepped for shipment before we leave.”

I reached for her hand, squeezing it. “Thank you.”

“Do not thank me until I have cursed at customs for three days straight and lost my favorite serum to TSA.”

“Iz, babe, I brought the jet. I take my friends in style.”

“Thank God, darling,” she said, and left me to eat dinner with Moira and Rowan. Hawk stood nearby, ever vigilant.
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Natalie

“They’re resisting you as a co-producer,” Rowan said as we landed. “I’ve made our stance clear. They’ll probably give in. But you’re not expected to babysit the set. Marin said script meetings begin in L.A. on Monday, which we know. They’ve earmarked a consulting fee and backend points—modest, but respectful. Also: they want you at the Venice premiere.”

“Sure. I guess keep the Venice property until after then. Wait, do I have a Venice property?”

“Not Venice. But you have a lovely estate in Verona. Plus a house on Lake Cuomo.”

I nodded. Good.

Rowan held my bag as I deplaned. Moira and Izzy had taken it upon themselves to dress me as Lady Cavendish for my arrival in Los Angeles.

“Dear heart, you arrived by private jet. For N. Voss, that would be – offensive to your fans,” Moira said.

“Natalie, darling, Halden has spoiled you with fabulous clothes and jewels. Why not show them off?”

“Izzy, I didn’t bring those,” I told her, taking the navy blue Chanel suit Moira handed me. “And I certainly wouldn’t bring my jewelry. Hawk has enough to do babysitting me to worry about Moira or my house.”

Izzy looked pointedly at my wedding ring. The center stone was a deep ruby, framed by pear-cut amethysts and a halo of antique-set diamonds. Vintage without being old. Precious without being gaudy. A ring meant to last lifetimes. Halden and Julian had designed it years ago.

I laughed, shaking my head. “This doesn’t count. It’s my wedding ring.”

Hawk flashed me a knowing look, then returned to his conversation with Greg Holloway, our U.S. security liaison. Mr. Holloway would be the only armed security in my entourage. Hawk didn’t need a weapon. He was the weapon. Plus, he didn’t have the required permits for California.

“Ma’am,” Holloway spoke up, “my men will be at the house. Mrs. Campbell will be safe, I assure you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Holloway.”

“Call me Greg, ma’am.”

“Only if you call me Natalie in public. No ‘Lady Cavendish’ unless the situation demands. And that goes for all of you.” I winked at Hawk. “Except you, Hawk, since you’ll ignore that anyway. But only ‘madam’ or ‘ma’am.’ Not ‘my lady,’ please.” He nodded once.

Now, as we loaded into the large black SUV Greg secured for my stay in Los Angeles, I immediately called Cindy. “Hawk, I’m calling her. We’re here, no plans were leaked, no plots arose.” Not that any would. I was far too minor a baroness for anyone to care, except perhaps the media.

“And once we get to the house, I am Natalie in everything. During my book tour, I am N. Voss. Is this too much?” I asked Rowan.

“Never, Natalie. You have three personas. I hope you’re able to keep them straight.”

I beamed at him. “I have you for that, Oxford. You and that big brain of yours.”

He blushed again. He was so cute when he was embarrassed. He was an attractive man – I hope he was making time for a social life.

––––––––
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“Girl, this house is insane.” Cindy dropped her bag on a side table.

“Yeah, I suppose. It’s Hald – I mean mine.”

She put her arm around me. “Babe, I’m so sorry I couldn’t be there for his funeral. June had her first ballet recital. And Leo was teething.”

I hugged her. “I know, Cin. Don’t worry.”

“So, to welcome you to LA, Simon suggested we have a girls’ day today. Maybe grab a burger, go to the ocean – a warm beach, unlike that foggy shore you love. Maybe do some shopping?”

“Yes. Yes. And I will if I must.”

“You must,” Izzy piped up from her spot on the sofa.

“Oh, Cindy, this is Izzy Grange. She runs the Avery North Gallery in New York. You’ll love her.”

“Cindy, yes? Take madam... Natalie shopping and make sure she buys more than shoes. Yes, Natalie. You need dresses and regular clothing, too. Not just ‘suspense thriller author’ vibes, but ‘best seller’ attire.”

“You’re right, I do like her. When do you head to the studio? You’re meeting them tomorrow?”

“No,” I corrected. “Monday morning at nine.”

She grabbed my arm. “Great, let’s go. Hey, meat stick, let’s do this.”

“Don’t call Hawk a meat stick.”

“Oh, Hawk, huh? I like that better than Ewan for you. But Hawk is an attractive hunk of meat, Natalie.”

Hawk frowned at Cindy. “Ma’am,” he said, disapprovingly.

“Behave, Cindy. What would Simon say?”

We followed Hawk and Greg.

“He’d agree, Natalie. He thinks your bodyguard is awesome.”

Cindy dragged me to In & Out Burger first, insisting I get something. I offered food to Hawk and Greg. Well, I forced Hawk, is more accurate.

Next, Cindy dragged me to the beach. I could tell Hawk and Greg weren’t thrilled. They kept talking into their earpieces. White-Raven this, White-Raven that. Hawk stuck to us like glue while Greg hung back a safe distance. When a pair of surfer boys tried to hit on us, Hawk blocked them with his imposing body.

“Hawk, come on. Can you not? They were just flirting.”

“It was disrespectful to Madam,” was his only response.

I wanted to hug him. Halden, on his deathbed, had instructed Hawk to watch over me, no matter what. I know in return Halden left Hawk’s daughters each a sizeable trust.

Cindy laughed. “Because they looked like teenagers? Agreed. Give us real men,” she complained.

“What would Simon say?” I asked.

“That I’m too fine for some teenage scrub,” she said matter-of-factly. “Fine,” she continued. “Let’s shop now. Spend some of that book money, eh?”

I laughed. Cindy’s parents were doctors, as was Simon, her husband. She was not hurting for money, nor did she exploit it or take it for granted. But she would absolutely make jokes about it.

––––––––
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The boutique we found was not something I would have ever gone into in my single days. Even now that I had Halden’s wealth, in my mind, I still budgeted like a post-grad. I still found it hard to eat meat without thinking of ways to stretch it to multiple meals. If Mary and Moira didn’t force me to eat regularly, I’d skip meals. Some habits from college died hard.

Cindy handed me a few dresses. “Here, take these and try them on,” she instructed. 

Hawk stood by, his hands clasped before him, ready to spring into action. Not likely in a trendy boutique like this.

The saleswoman eyed Hawk suspiciously as she led me to a dressing room. Hawk followed to stand guard outside.

“No, no, Hawk. Ladies only back here. Just stand here. I’ll call if I need you to swoop in and rescue me from a stuck zipper.”

He frowned. “Madam, I insist.”

“No, Hawk. In this instance, you will get arrested. Stay,” I commanded.

Cindy patted his arm. “She’ll be fine. If anyone goes in, you can interrogate them first. Or punch them.”

As the saleswoman opened a dressing room, I saw her associate come rushing over. They proceeded to whisper about me.

“Is she a celebrity or something?”

“I’ve never seen her.”

I’m on my dust jacket, come on!

That hurt a little, but not everyone reads mysteries.

I showed Cindy each dress, glancing at Hawk for approval. He had daughters. If he pulled a face, the dress was a no.

This didn’t go unnoticed by the saleswomen. They couldn’t stop talking, and their ‘whispers’ were hardly whispers.

“Do you think that’s her sugar daddy, or husband?”

“Yeah, did you see what she’s wearing? Chanel. And her bag, I’ve heard about them, but never seen one. It’s a Brunello Cucinelli.”

I stuck my head out of the dressing room.

“It is a Cucinelli, yes,” I confirmed. “And no, he isn’t my sugar daddy. Maybe I’m his sugar mama. Hawk? Get them out of here,” I called.

Silent, immovable, and firm, Hawk escorted the women from the dressing room, leaving me to change without gossiped whispers haunting me.

Just as I zipped up the last dress, a deep aubergine column with a cowl neckline that made me look entirely too expensive to argue with, I stepped out to show Cindy.

She gasped. “Oh, that’s the one.”

Hawk nodded once, approval from the temple guardian.

“I have the perfect shoes for this...”

And then—

“Natalie?”

My spine straightened before my brain could catch up.
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