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Dear Readers of the Pearl Island Trilogy,

I've always been very touched by readers'
affection for this series, originally published by St. Martin’s
Press. Since a little time has passed between their print release
and when I re-released them as ebooks, I decided it would be fun to
add an extra "epilogue" to the end of each one so that readers --
and I -- could see what's happening at the Pearl Island Inn
today.

Well, that was great for new fans of the series
who are reading them for the first time as ebooks. But what about
those of you who own the original print books and have loved the
stories for years? Several of you have emailed saying you wanted
the bonus chapters, too.

So, here you go. This ebook was created
especially for you, the fans of the original print editions. Each
bonus chapter takes place seven to ten years after the original
stories, since that's about the amount of time that has passed here
in the real world.

As an even better “bonus” I’ve created a
Website – PearlIslandBook.com –
just for fans of this series. Use the password “Captain Jack” to
access a behind the scenes account about the writing of the
trilogy. You can also visit Allison’s Gift Shop – an ever-expanding
area – and receive discounts on certain items just by mentioning
that you’re a Pearl Island Reader.
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Welcome back to Pearl Island!

Julie Ortolon

PS: I'm currently working on a short story
about Chloe, Scott's niece in Lead Me On. Sign up for my
newsletter
(http://www.JulieOrtolon.com/contact)
to receive word when it’s available.

~ ~ ~

NOTE: If you have not read the
Pearl Island trilogy and downloaded this ebook not realizing
what it was, I hope you’ll enjoy the bonus chapters as three short
stories. Or, look for the full stories available as ebooks,
Falling for You, Lead
Me On, and Don’t Tempt Me.
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Return to
Pearl Island, Part One

Chance and Rory

Seven Years Later

“I can’t believe you’re so nervous.”

The amusement in Chance’s voice had Rory
gaping at his reflection in the vanity mirror. “Are you serious?
You know how I am about being the center of attention.”

“I thought you got over that years ago,” he
said, pulling a short sleeved shirt from the closet. “You’ve been
active in so many groups, like the Historical Society and the
Galveston Innkeepers’ Association. You even worked with Paige on
that one Buccaneer’s Ball—”

“A mistake I will never repeat,” Rory
insisted, pumping a mascara wand in and out of its tube with quick
agitation.

He chuckled as he tucked in the shirt, no
doubt remembering all the times she’d threatened to strangle
Paige’s mother. “Most of all, you’ve been one of the driving forces
behind bringing Galveston back to life for two solid years. That’s
involved a lot of being the center of attention.”

“Talking about Galveston and talking about me
are not the same thing,” she pointed out. Doing what she could to
help Galveston recover from Hurricane Ike came easily. How could
she not spring into action after such devastation? The Seawall had
done its job to withstand the brunt of the storm on the Gulf side
of the island, but the surge had slammed into the bay, wreaking
havoc throughout the historic district. When the water subsided,
Galveston had looked like a Victorian matriarch, trying to survive
a slap to the face with her dignity intact. Rory was still doing
everything in her power to help the grand dame recover her full
glory. “It’s just that nothing I’ve done involved standing before a
news camera to be on a nation-wide morning show.”

“True.” Coming up behind the chair where she
sat, he rested his hands on her shoulders. He looked as calm and
confident as ever with his neatly trimmed hair and buttoned-down
shirt tucked into khaki slacks. He may have left his suit-and-tie
days behind, but his Chancellor breeding would always shine
through.

“I wish Adrian were here,” she said,
contemplating various shades of lip gloss and feeling lost. “He has
tons of experience in front of TV cameras.”

“Considering he’s sailing somewhere in the
middle of the Caribbean right now, might be a bit tough for him to
swoop in and save the day.”

“I know, which is why I asked Alli to do it,
but she refused. Can you believe that? Something about not wanting
to look fat on camera.”

“Aurora...” He squeezed her shoulders as if
wanting to shake her. “She’s eight months pregnant.”

“They could shoot her from the shoulders up.”
When the squeeze turned into a massage, her whole body sagged in
gratitude. “Oh, that feels good.”

“They don’t want Adrian or Allison,” he told
her.

“Why not?”

“Because your brother and sister are not the
ones who launched a whole Website and blog to help bring tourists
back to Galveston.” He regarded her reflection with a look of
wonder. “Do you have any idea how proud I am of you? When we
started out, you didn’t even own a computer. Now look at what
you’ve done.”

“Thanks to you.” She laid one of her hands
over his. “I never could have accomplished so much if you hadn’t
taught me how to use a computer.”

“Not hardly.” He scoffed. “I may have given
you your first lap top, but I didn’t teach you how to do any of
that graphic stuff. And I’m sure not the one who made you so
business savvy about the Internet.”

“Now, there’s something I didn’t think I’d
ever hear.” She laughed as she swiped on pink lip gloss. “A banker
calling me business savvy.”

“Former banker.” He kissed the top of her
head. “You want to know the main thing I admire about you?”

“What?”

“The fact that you never let anything, not
even your own fear hold you back. So, you might be nervous, but
you’re going to do great.”

“Chance, I don’t know.” Prickles of fear
moved through her chest like an electrical current, the first
warning sign of a panic attack. “I really, truly don’t think I can
do this.”

“You’ll find a way,” he said easily.

She stared at him in disbelief. Had he
forgotten how her panic attacks nearly made her pass out? Maybe so,
since she hadn’t had one in years.

“Now, stop worrying about your makeup. You
look fine,” he said. Moving to her side, he took both her hands and
drew her to her feet. “Better than fine.” Holding her arms out to
the side, he took in the light blue dress that fell to just above
her knees. “You look amazing.”

“You’re sure? About the makeup, I mean. You
know I normally wear only a little, but the production people
insisted I do it really bold.”

He cocked his head, studying her with a
teasing gleam in his eyes. “I suppose you’ll do.”

“Okay, then.” She took a deep breath, then
released it in a rush trying to force the anxiety out. She didn’t
have time to panic.

Glancing at the small, high window of the
master bedroom, she saw the morning sunlight pressing around the
draperies. Since she and Chance had moved into the basement
apartment beneath the inn six years ago, after Allison and Adrian
had moved out, she could hear voices out on the front lawn. People
had started arriving before dawn to get everything ready for her
live interview on Good Day USA. Not just
the news crew, but many of the business owners who had benefited
from her Website. She’d had high hopes when she’d started, but
she’d never dreamed it would reap such results. Other tourist areas
were touting her site as the model to follow. But to have a
national cable channel interview her for their morning show?

“I really don’t know about this, Chance.”

“Aurora, you’re going to do great.” He
squeezed her hands. “I know it.”

“I’ll try,” she said, searching for
courage.

“If I know you, you’ll do more than try.” As
his gaze traveled over her face, admiration softened his eyes. “How
did I ever get so lucky to have you fall in love with me?”

“Marguerite’s charm?” she suggested.

“Must be. It’s the only explanation.”

”Either that”—she draped her arms over his
shoulders, determined to be brave—”or I simply have exceptional
taste in men.”

“That too.” He lowered his mouth toward
her.

“Wait!” She pulled back. “My lip gloss.”

“Looks yummy. Is it flavored?”

“Very Berry.” She grinned.

“Mmm,” he murmured and kissed her.

She expected a quick peck, but his mouth
settled in to toy and taste, sending a thrill of excitement through
her. After eight years of marriage, he still knew how to curl her
toes. Forgetting her nerves, she molded her body to his and kissed
him back.

“Mo-om!” a young voice drew the word out in a
two-syllable complaint.

Rory pulled back, laughing at her daughter’s
tone. Seven-year-old Lauren, who’d been coloring in the living
room, now stood in the doorway with hands on hips. Dressed in a
yellow sundress, she looked like an irritated ray of sunshine with
long, blond ringlets. Thanks to her Gran’ma Ellen and Great Aunt
Viv, she’d turned into quite the little fashionista. And oh, the
horror of finding her parents in a lip lock.

“Sorry, Peanut,” Rory offered, backing away
from her equally amused husband. “What do you need?”

“Not me.” Lauren pointed back toward the open
great room. “AJ!”

“What?” Rory hurried forward. She’d had the
children in her peripheral vision while putting on makeup, but then
Chance had kissed her. She’d only taken her eye off AJ for a few
seconds but she knew her son. Reaching the door, she spotted
four-year-old AJ in the kitchen—standing on top of the counter with
a cabinet open. Rising onto his toes, he reached toward the top
shelf.

“Adrian James Chancellor,” she called,
leaping into action, weaving her way through furniture, and
brightly colored toys. “What are you doing?”

With a guilty start, he turned and saw her
coming. “I’m not up here,” he said, trying to scramble down the way
he’d gone up, by using open drawers as a ladder. “You don’t see
me.”

“Oh, yes I do.” She reached him in time to
pluck him into her arms before he could break a drawer and tumble
to the floor. “How did you get these open? I have child locks on
these.”

“Like that’s going to stop our little Evil
Knievel,” Chance said striding into the scene with Lauren in his
wake. He looked amused and just a tiny bit proud.

Rory scowled at him, then at her son. “You
little stinker, what were you doing?”

“Animule Crackers!”

“You’re about to have breakfast, so no, you
can’t have crackers. Plus, you’re supposed to ask, remember?”
Shifting him to her side, she closed the drawers, making sure they
latched. “You do not climb up on the counter to get them yourself.
Do you understand?”

He pushed his bottom lip out in a mulish pout
she knew all too well. Like his sister, he had golden curls and an
angel’s face, but his came paired with a sturdy body and a
daredevil’s heart.

“I swear to you, Chance,” she told her
husband, “your son is going to be the death of me.”

“He gets that from you, not me,” Chance
said.

“What?”

“Determination. Come here, rascal.” When
Chance held out his hands, AJ leapt eagerly out of Rory’s arms with
no fear of gravity. Chance caught him, as he always did, then held
him up so they could talk eye to eye. “Your mommy’s nervous enough
today, so you need to be an extra good boy, okay?”

“‘Kay,” AJ agreed, which meant nothing. Rory
knew he’d be right back to his usual antics the second he could
slip away.

”I told him not to,” Lauren said in her
big-girl voice. “But did he listen to me?” She turned her hands
palm up. “No.”

“I know, Sweetie.” Planting AJ on one hip,
Chance ran a hand over his daughter’s hair. The tableaux they
presented gave Rory a sweet ache of happiness. “Little brothers are
a pain, aren’t they?”

“That’s because they’re boys,” Lauren
informed him with a superiority that came from being the
oldest.

“Can I count on you to help keep an eye on
him while they’re interviewing your mommy?” Chance asked.

“I’ll try.” Lauren heaved a sigh of long
suffering.

“Okay, then,” he said, taking his daughter’s
hand, “let’s go upstairs.”

Rory’s nerves returned as Chance moved from
the kitchen into the dinning area.

When she didn’t immediately follow, he turned
back. “Coming?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Certainly,” he said. “You can stay down here
cowering in fear, disappointing all the people upstairs who are so
excited about this.”

“Tempting.” She laughed and glanced around
the open great room that held so many memories.

Knowing the interviewer would ask about the
history of the inn, she couldn’t help but think about everything
that had happened since that fateful day when she’d set her heart
on buying the dilapidated mansion to turn it into a bed and
breakfast. She’d originally planned for the inn to be a way for her
and her siblings to live together throughout their adult lives. She
now realized how unrealistic that had been. Allison and Adrian had
each found love and moved on with their lives, allowing her and
Chance to move into the basement apartment, fulfilling her
life-long dream to live in the mansion built for Marguerite.

Adrian still dictated the menu and helped
plan events whether he was in town or traveling, but his friend
Rusty now worked as their fulltime cook. Allison also traveled a
lot, since her husband was a world renown thriller author who liked
to research all the locales for his books in person. The trips
allowed her to shop for special items for the gift shop so Rory had
helped Alli turn the physical shop into a great online store.

All three siblings were still part of the
inn, but the day-to-day business of running it had gradually fallen
to her and Chance. Not that she minded. The old house, with its
whispers of legends and ghosts, was as much a part of her as Chance
and her children, something to nurture and cherish.

“Well?” Chance prompted her.

“Yes, I’m coming,” she sighed and joined him
at the base of the stairs.

Following him and the kids up, she thought
about how easily it could all have been snatched away on the whim
of nature. Hurricane Ike had left the basement a soggy, muddy mess,
forcing them to gut it back to the studs and finish it out all over
again. Other people, though, had lost everything. The storm had
decimated the whole neighborhood where Chance had grown up.
Chance’s parents were rebuilding, but other people had moved to the
mainland. She couldn’t imagine leaving behind the history, the
culture, the people of Galveston.

As she neared the top of the stairs, voices
drifted to her along with the scent of bread, bacon, and coffee.
The friendly sounds and homey scents lifted her spirits as nothing
else could. The number of voices, though, surprised her. Reaching
the back hall, where light spilled from the kitchen, she saw Paige
helping Allison fill food trays for the buffet in the dining room.
She’d expected that, since Paige had agreed to fill in for her, but
she hadn’t expected to see, Betsy McMillan from the Laughing
Mermaid Inn pulling a baking sheet of pastries out of the oven.
Another innkeeper, Steven, was scrambling eggs at the huge,
restaurant grade stove. Adrian’s friend Rusty looked very official
as he bustled about in his white chef’s jacket.

“Well, there you are,” Betsy said, spotting
her. A silver bob framed her rosy face.

“Betsy, what are you doing here?” Rory asked
stepping around Chance and the children. “You have an inn full of
your own guests to feed.”

“I decided Ron and my daughter could handle
that for one morning,” Betsy insisted as she carried the baking
sheet to Allison and Paige.

“Steven...” Rory turned to one of her
favorite innkeepers. “You didn’t leave David on his own, did
you?”

“Now, don’t fuss, Sugar.” Steven plopped his
hand on one hip. “We knew you’d have your hands full with so many
town folks to feed on top of your guests and that news crew.”

“We would have managed,” Rory insisted.

“That’s what I told them,” Allison said,
laughter dancing in her eyes. She sat on a stool at the center
island as she glazed cinnamon rolls.

“Listen to you,” Betsy scolded Alli with
motherly affection. “Eight months pregnant, waiting on a hungry
crowd.”

“Relax, Betsy,” Alli said, glowing with a
serenity that had enveloped her since her pregnancy had started to
show. “I promise not to lift anything heavy.”

“As if we’d let you,” Betsy said.

Paige ducked her head, but not before Rory
saw her stifle a laugh.

“As for you”—Betsy turned to Rory—”I don’t
want to hear any objections about me helping. Truth is, I’m here
for purely selfish reasons.” A smile blossomed on her face. “I
wanted to be part of the action.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re here.” Rory crossed
the spacious kitchen and hugged the woman who was both mentor and
friend. She smelled as comforting as the pastries she’d been
making. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Betsy said, hugging her
back.

Watching them, Chance breathed a sigh of
gratitude. Having a few extra hands in the kitchen meant he could
focus fully on Aurora. Especially if he pulled them in for kid
duty.

“Hey, Allison,” he said, putting AJ on the
floor. “I don’t suppose I can talk you into watching these two for
awhile?”

“I’d love to.” Alli beamed at Lauren and AJ.
“Come on, Sweeties. Grab your step stools so you can help get these
trays ready.”

The kids raced noisily for the stools in the
corner, no doubt hoping some of those fresh-from-the-oven goodies
wound up in their tummies.

Chance noticed Aurora had gone to see what
Steven and Rusty were whipping up so he moved closer to Allison to
talk without his wife hearing. “Thank you,” he said, nodding at the
kids. “One less thing for me to worry about.”

“How are you holding up?” she asked
quietly.

“I’m nearly as much a wreck as Aurora.”

“You’re hiding it well.”

“Trying to.” He huffed out a breath. “Letting
her know I’m nervous for her would just make her more nervous.”

“You’ve learned to read my sister well.” She
nodded in approval.

“And thank you,” he added to Paige. “We
really needed you today.”

“You know I’m always happy to help out.”
Paige looked a bit confused that he even felt a need to thank
her.

He suppose she had a point since she was the
closest thing he had to a sister. “Still,” he said, “it’s
appreciated.”

“Then you’re welcome.” She sent him the shy,
nurturing smile he knew so well. To his surprise, she and Captain
Bob had never started a family of their own, but they seemed
content to keep it just the two of them. “Be warned, though, my
husband is out there with his digital camera, ready to do a
photo-documentary of the whole day for Aurora’s Website.”

“You know”—he chuckled—”I think after this is
all over, she’ll actually be happy about that.” He checked his
watch. “Right now, however, I need to drag my camera-shy wife off
to a fate worse than death. Aurora?” he called.

“Hang on.”

He turned to see she’d slipped on an apron.
“Naw-uh,” he said, going to pull it off over her head. “No
cooking.”

“I was just going to help stir the
hollandaise. I have time.”

“No, you don’t.” He tugged the apron away
from her then took her by the hand. “If you people will excuse
us...”

“Break a leg,” Allison called as he pulled
Aurora from room.

“You’re not coming?” Aurora asked.

“In a minute,” Alli promised as he led Aurora
into the back hall.

He chose that path to bypass the crowd in the
dining room, but the moment they entered the
central-hall-turned-lobby, the hush of the inn surprised him.

“Where is everyone?” Aurora asked, glancing
into the empty music room and dining room where the buffet had been
spread on the sideboard. Normally, by this time of the morning,
several guests sat around the big table visiting and eating. He
spotted a few dirty plates and crumpled napkins, but no people.

“They must all be out on the veranda, waiting
to watch the interview.”

“Oh, great.” She released a shaky breath.
“So, now I get cameras and a live
audience.”

He started to laugh, but as they reached the
base of the stairs, cool air brushed his skin. He stopped
abruptly.

“What?” Aurora asked, then stopped as well.
The way her eyes widened with wonder told him she felt it too.
“Oh.”

“Yeah.” He looked about as his senses
tingled—not with fear, just awareness.

There was a time, years ago, when they’d all
been sure Marguerite and Jack had finally found peace and moved on
to wherever it was ghosts went, but every once in a while they
seemed to come back.

But only when someone in the family needed
help.

Like the day AJ, at age two, slipped away and
made it all the way down to the dock with no one seeing him. Chance
had been working in the office when his body turned ice cold and a
vision of his son drowning popped into his mind. Without stopping
to question, he’d charged out the front door and spotted AJ
standing at the very end of the dock, bending his little legs like
he was about to jump in. Shouting all the way, he’d raced down the
lawn and onto the dock to snatch the boy into his arms. With his
heart practically beating through his ribs, he’d turned to see
Aurora right behind him. She’d had the exact same vision. Swimming
lessons had started the very next day.

“Do you ever wonder,” Aurora said gazing
about in awe, “if Marguerite and Jack are the reason we suffered so
little damage?”

“Actually, I do,” he admitted. “You?”

“No,” she said without hesitation. “I never
wonder. I know they did.”

He looked at the wood paneling, noting how it
gleamed, and how colored light poured through the stained glass
window to shine against the stairs. Not one pane of glass on that
window, or any other, had broken during the storm.

People could explain away the lack of broken
glass, but not the rest.

When the order came to evacuate, they’d
rushed to board up the entire inn then moved the furniture to the
ballroom on the third floor. He remembered too well, how it felt to
drive away not knowing what they’d find when they returned. Aurora
had sat beside him, stoic and dry eyed during the gut-churning days
that followed while they’d watched the twenty-four-hour storm
coverage. When they’d returned to the island, they’d feared the
worst, especially after driving through Galveston and witnessing
the damage there.

Then they’d walked through the front door of
the inn and stared in relief—and wonder. Everything from the ground
floor up looked exactly how they’d left it. The only things ruined
by water damage had been the modern additions in the basement.

“I know a lot of people would scoff, but I
think you’re right,” he said. “Marguerite and Jack saved the inn.
Not for themselves, but because they know how much the place means
to all of you.”

“Us,” she corrected, but her eyes looked
troubled.

“What?” he asked.

“Do you... ever feel a little guilty? That we
survived virtually unscathed when other people didn’t?”

“No.” He took her other hand so they stood
facing each other at the base of the stairs. “I feel blessed. And
not just for the lack of damage, but everything. For you, Lauren,
and AJ. For all the good things that have happened over the years.
I feel... “ His chest swelled with joy as he stared into her
amazing blue eyes. “I feel incredibly blessed.”

“Me too.” She smiled up at him as love
replaced the worry and nerves until her face glowed. “Me too.”

Releasing her hands, he cupped her face,
marveling at how just being with her filled him up inside. “I love
you, Aurora.”

“I love you too.”

Lowering his head, he covered her mouth with
his own and poured everything he felt into a long kiss that came
from the heart. Her arms twined about his neck as she went up on
her toes, pressing her body to his. As desire stirred, blending
with tenderness, he wished all the family, friends, guests, and
news crew a thousand miles away. He wanted Aurora as passionately
as he’d always wanted her. His hands moved to her hips, pressing
her against him. Her throaty moan told him she felt the same. For
one insane moment, he wondered if they had time to slip into the
office and lock the door for two really quick, really hot
minutes.

Then someone opened the front door. “Oh,
there you are.”

He sprang back and saw the silhouette of the
female news producer backlit by the morning sunlight.

The woman checked her watch and a clipboard.
“We only have a few minutes, so we need to get you fitted with a
mic.”

“Okay,” Aurora said, sounding winded. “I’ll
be right there.”

The woman went back out, closing the door
behind her.

“Well.” Chance released a breath, willing his
body to settle. “That was annoying.”

“What?”

“Being interrupted twice in a row. First
Lauren, now the news people.”

“At least you managed to distract me.” Her
laughter finally sounded real.

“My pleasure.” He noted the flush of color in
her cheeks and wiggled his brows in a promise to do something about
that later. “You ready?”

“You know what?” She looked around and a
confident smile settled over her face. “I am. Thanks to you and
Marguerite.”

“To Marguerite?”

“For reminding me I’m a Bouchard, descended
from the Pearl of New Orleans. We cower before no audience.”

He laughed out right at that.

“What?” She frowned in confusion.

“You realize most people fear ghosts. Around
here, we treat them as part of the family.”

“They are part of
the family.”

“True,” he conceded. “And if a visit from
Marguerite is what you needed, then I’m glad she popped in.”

“Me too.” She beamed up at him.

“All right, then.” He inhaled deeply,
breathing in the moment it. “Let’s go.”

Hand in hand, they walked to the front door
and out into the sun-washed day.
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Return to
Pearl Island, Part Two

Scott and Allison

Seven Years Later

“Allison, seriously, my mind is made up. I’m
not going.”

“Scott, that’s silly,” Alli argued from the
passenger’s seat of the SUV. Amused exasperation danced in her
eyes. “There’s absolutely no reason you shouldn’t go.”

“No reason?” He gaped at her. “You just had a
baby–”

“Two months ago.”

“–and you expect me to take off to New
Orleans for a week?”

“Five days.”

“To do a book
signing?”

Patience tempered her amusement. “I know how
much you hate promoting your own books, but it’s not exactly your
average book signing. It’s a major fundraising event to help
rebuild the libraries destroyed by hurricane Katrina.”

“I’m only one of the authors they
invited.”

“But you’d be the star attractions.”

“No, the cause is the star attraction.”
Reaching the bridge to Pearl Island, he turned through the massive
stone columns topped with gargoyles. The moment he heard the tires
slapping against the ancient bridge the stress of the last few days
began to melt from his shoulders. A narrow expanse of blue water
spread to either side, separating the lush, private island from the
main island of Galveston. Lowering the driver’s side window, he
breathed in the tangy, coastal scent. “You know I’m always willing
to help with the efforts to rebuild, so I think I can pass on this
one thing.”

“But that’s what I don’t understand.” Alli
lowered her window as well and the wind ruffled her shoulder-length
dark curls. “You’ve given so much to the effort. Not just money,
but you spent a month at the townhouse in the French Quarter,
helping with the clean up.”

“Thank God the French Quarter was mostly
spared.”

“And last year, you went back to help build
houses.”

“But that was before Nicole was born.”

“If you’re worried about me handling a
newborn and the twins, don’t. I have Rory and Chance, Betsy
McMillan always loves to help out, and your niece, Chloe, is here.
I’ll be fine.”

“I’m not worried.” Under his breath, he
added, “If anything, we’ve had too much help with the baby.”

“What?” Her brow wrinkled.

“Nothing.” He sighed, realizing he’d sound
ungrateful if he complained. With the boys, they’d needed all the
hands they could get. A single baby, though, was so easy by
comparison, some days he had to fight a parade of family and
friends just to hold his own daughter. The fact that she already
slept through the night didn’t help him squeeze in any alone time
with her, unlike the twins who had seemed hell bent on one of them
being wide awake and needing something around the clock for the
first two years.

Glancing in the review mirror, he saw the
devious duo, Derrick and Raff, with their Transformers, locked in a
battle for world domination. The sounds of their mock war filled
the air with explosions and phaser blasts. At five years old, baby
fat kept their nearly identical faces deceptively sweet, but he
knew what havoc they could wreak if he didn’t keep his eye on them.
Raff, the plotter, always had a scheme brewing, while Derrick, the
charmer, could talk their way into or out of any situation.

Oblivious to the racket from her brothers,
Nicole cooed happily in her car seat. The colorfully framed mirror
strapped to the headrest reflected her adorable black curls, china
blue eyes, and rosebud mouth. She grinned as sunlight filtered
through the passing trees to play across her face. God, she was
adorable.

“Is it the thought of having to do interviews
as part of the event that’s holding you back?”

“What?” He frowned, pulling his attention
away from the kids.

Sympathy softened Alli’s face as she shifted
toward him. “I remember how much you hate talking about yourself,
so if that’s it, I understand. It’s just, I thought you’d gotten
over that years ago.”

“I did.”

“Then what is it? Why don’t you want to
go?”

“I told you. I’d be gone for a week.”

“But, I’ll be fine.”

“I know that!” he insisted, then sighed.
Reaching over, he took her hand and squeezed it. “Could we talk
about something else? This is our first visit to the inn in weeks
and I want to enjoy every minute.”

“Well, we have been a tad busy, me with the
baby and you meeting this last deadline.”

“Which is now met, thank God. I’m finally
free from that office.”

“You talk as if you’ve been locked away in a
tower.” She laughed.

“Some days that’s how it feels.” His
shoulders sagged as he thought about the office over the garage
they’d built behind the Bouchard Cottage, where they still lived
courtesy of Allison’s aunt. For years, he’d craved a calm,
uncluttered space to write, rather than working in Adrian’s old
bedroom surrounded by kid toys and chaos. With Allison working at
the gift shop, he’d been the one to watch the boys during the day.
Having Nicole come along gave them the incentive to turn Adrian’s
old bedroom into a nursery and give him a real office. The only
thing they hadn’t agreed on yet was how they’d juggle the kids when
Alli returned to work. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but
I miss my old office.”

“What?” The statement so surprised Alli, she
wondered if she’d heard him right. “You’re the one who said you
couldn’t write with the boys running through the house like a
couple of wild things.”

“I know, but I kind of got used to it. My new
office is so quiet, I can’t concentrate.”

“Seriously?” She squinted at him.

“Sadly, yeah.” He looked a bit embarrassed by
the admission. “I keep standing at the window, staring at the
house, wondering what the twins are doing, if the baby’s awake, if
you need anything.”

A burst of laughter escaped her. Leaning
over, she kissed his cheek. “You are such a softy for your
boys.”

“Well, don’t tell them,” he whispered and
glanced in the rear view mirror. “Those two are like sharks. If
they smell a weakness, their victim is toast.”

“I love you.” The sincerity behind the words
brought a sweet ache to her chest.

He gave her a sideways smile, as if about to
say he loved her too, but ear-splitting screams split the air.

“No! Let go!”

“It’s mine!”

“Boys, boys!” She twisted in her seat to find
them in a tug-of-war over one of the toys. “What’s all of this? You
each brought a Transformer.”

“Raff broke mine!” Derrick shouted, his round
cheeks turning red.

“You broke it!” Raff tugged harder. “Give
mine back.”

“Careful.” Allison reached back to rescue the
toy. “You’ll wind up with two broken toys. Derrick, let me see
yours.”

While their screams grew louder, she managed
to retrieve the broken toy. “Look, you can still play with it. And
I bet your daddy can fix it.”

“I don’t want it!”

“Sons?” Scott’s calm voice sliced through the
chaos. “Do you want brownies after lunch?”

Derrick went still, blinked a couple of times
then cheered. “Brownies!”

“Then I suggest you each play quietly with
your own toy.”

Derrick grinned. “If we’re extra good can we
have two brownies?”

“You have to earn one first, by not
fighting,” Scott told them.

“But how can there be brownies?” A frown of
suspicion puckered Raff’s brow. “Uncle Adrian is in the
Car’bean.”

“He is in the Caribbean, with your Aunt
Jackie,” Scott said. “But your Aunt Rory knows you two
crumb-grabbers well enough. I bet she whipped up a batch.”

“Promise?” Raff asked.

“We’re about to find out, since we’re
here.”

Allison turned forward in her seat as they
left the tunnel of trees and the inn came into view. The majestic
mansion rose above the nearly empty parking lot.

“Ah, Mondays.” Scott sighed. “When all is
quiet at the inn.”

“Only because summer is over. Ever since Rory
did her interview on Good Day USA, we
hardly have any quiet days.” Allison beamed with pride at
everything her little sister had accomplished in helping tourism
return to Galveston since Hurricane Ike. The hardest task for Rory,
though, had been doing the live interview on national television,
but once the interview started, she’d sailed through it, charming
the reporters and the audience. “That day is an example of what a
public appearance for a good cause can do.”

“You’re not going to let this go, are you?”
He laughed as he set the brake.

“Not until you give me a good reason why you
won’t do it.”

“Okay, boys,” he called toward the backseat.
“Let’s go over the rules?”

“Rules?” Derrick asked as if he’d never heard
the word.

“No running or shouting in the public areas,
whether guests are around or not,” Scott began as he climbed
out.

Alli climbed out as well and they crossed in
front of the hood as he went to release the boys from their car
seats, and she went to get Nicole. The moment she opened the back
door, a big, toothless grin broke over the baby’s face.

“Welcome to Pearl Island, sweetie,” Alli
whispered in a bright voice.

Nicole kicked her feet with joy, nearly
losing the tiny, white booties.

“Yes, it is exciting. Your very first visit.”
She lifted the little bundle and settled her against a shoulder so
Nicole could look around. “What do you think?”

To her delight, the baby’s blue eyes went
round with wonder as she gazed up at the three-story, gothic
mansion looming over them.

“This is the house I told you about.” She
adjusted the frilly, white dress. A stretchy headband held a pink
bow nestled in the dark curls. “The one that was built for your
great-great-great grandmother, Marguerite. She had a daughter named
Nicole, too. That’s who you’re named after.”

As if she understood, Nicole made a little
circle of awe with her mouth.

On the other side of the vehicle, Derrick and
Raff sprang free with their usual exuberance. “Brownies!” Derrick
shouted in a battle cry and the race for the back door was on.

“And no brownies until after lunch,” Scott called at their retreating
backs.

She had to laugh as she retrieved the diaper
bag. “Sometimes I feel like we’ve unleashed the dogs of war.”

“An apt metaphor.” He sighed as he came
around to help her. “I’m never sure if they’re bent on destroying
the world or conquering it.”

“If they ever stop competing and start
cooperating, who knows what they could accomplish.”

“Hey, they cooperate.” He looked comically
offended.

“Only when they’re tormenting Lauren with
garden snakes. Or talking little AJ into some death-defying feat
designed to give poor Rory heart failure.” Rory’s two-year-old son,
Adrian Jackson, had a dare-devil’s heart that kept the whole family
jumping. Naturally, the twins felt compelled to egg him on.

“They’re boys.” Scott took the pink diaper
bag and hefted the strap over his shoulder. “That’s what boys
do.”

“Do you think it’s too late to send them
back? The doctors did claim I was having twin girls.”

“Talk about getting that call wrong.” Scott
laughed. “At least you finally have this little one to wear all
those girly dresses you and Paige bought for the twins.”

Cupping the back of Nicole’s head, he smiled
at her with a look that tugged at Allison’s heart. Then his gaze
lifted to her, and the moment went still.

“You do good work,” he said softly.

“I had help.” She smiled up into his
eyes.

“Yeah.” He grinned and lowered his head to
brush her lips with his. A tingle of excitement raced through her
as she rose up to deepen the kiss. Just as his mouth began to mold
and play, Nicole let out a little squeal of happiness and nearly
squirmed free.

“Careful, sweetie.” Alli tightened her
hold.

“Here, I’ll take her.” Scott held out his
hands.

“No, I’ve got her.” She pressed her lips
against Nicole’s temple and breathed in the clean baby scent.

He looked oddly disgruntled, but nodded at
the back door. “Shall we go in?”

“Yes, but let’s go around front. Nicole’s
first visit deserves a grand entrance.”

“It certainly does.”

His arm went about her waist as they started
down the oyster-shell path that lead to the front lawn. Overhead,
gargoyles snarled down at them while the turret roof reached for
the sky.

“Isn’t it a grand house?” She shifted the
baby so Nicole could see the elaborate architecture. Glancing up,
she looked at it with fresh eyes, as if seeing it for the first
time. “I can’t believe we nearly lost it.”

“But we didn’t.”

“Rory swears Marguerite and Captain Jack kept
it safe during the hurricane.”

“You disagree?” He arched one of his black
brows in that slightly sinister expression she still found
sexy.

“Not at all. It’s the only explanation that
makes sense.” When they’d received word that Hurricane Ike was
bearing down on Galveston, they’d scrambled to move all the
furniture to the second and third floors before boarding up the
windows and evacuating. From the safety of a hotel inland, they’d
watched the news coverage with the rest of her family, all of them
praying for the best but fearing the worst. The seawall on the gulf
side of Galveston had held, but the reports about the storm surge
slipping into the bay and flooding the island had disheartened
them. They’d returned, expecting total devastation, but found the
mansion miraculously spared from the ground floor up. Only the
modern apartment in the basement had needed gutting and
rebuilding.

Others in Galveston hadn’t been so lucky.
Fortunately, like New Orleans, the historic district had survived
and could be repaired, but so much else had been lost.

“It’s hard to believe we’ve been through so
many storms in such a brief span, between Katrina, Rita, and Ike.
Yet here we are, Pearl Island and Galveston, still thriving.”

“I know.” He squeezed her waist. Sunlight
washed over them as they reached the front lawn. The crepe myrtles
that lined the path to the beach had lost their blossoms, but they
held the first hint of fall color while pansies bobbed their
colorful heads from the flowerbeds. Such a peaceful contrast to the
fury that had slapped at them in the hours before Ike struck. “When
I started writing The Storm right after
Katrina, I had no idea we’d be living our own personal version of
it a few years later. I can safely say, I got my main characters’
emotions spot on. Other than when the twins were born, I’ve never
gone through that many hours of non-stop stress.”

“Which is probably why The Storm is still your bestseller to date.”

“Personally, I think it’s because a
percentage of the proceeds go to rebuild New Orleans.”

“Or maybe because it happens to be a gripping
story,” she ventured. “You really poured your heart into it, Scott,
and it shows.”

Rather than shrug the compliment off as he
usually did, he grew strangely serious.

“Alli, I’ve been thinking.” He stopped at the
base of the steps to the veranda to face her. “Maybe it’s time I
poured my heart into other things.”

“What do you mean?” A sense of foreboding
settled over her.

He looked straight into her eyes. “You want
to know the real reason I don’t want to do the book signing?”

“Yes, I do.” She searched his eyes for the
answer.

“You’re here!” Rory’s voice sang out from the
doorway. Scott looked up to see his sister-in-law rushing across
the veranda. She stopped on the top step and plopped her hands on
her hips. “We’ve been waiting all morning. Then the twins come
rushing in and I think you’re right behind them. But no. I see you
strolling around front. No fair keeping the baby to
yourselves.”

“I wanted Nicole to see the house,” Alli told
her sister.

“I don’t care. I want baby time.” Aurora
Chancellor skipped down the stairs with her boundless energy.
“Gimme, gimme.”

The sisters met on the bottom step and made
the careful exchange.

“Oh, look at that cute dress.” Rory fussed
with the lace. “You look so sweet, I could gobble you up.”

Nicole wiggled with happiness as her aunt
nibbled her neck.

“I wanna see.” Seven-year-old Lauren appeared
on the top step, bouncing up and down. White-blond curls tumbled
about her petite body dressed in hot pink.

And so the fight over the
baby begins, Scott thought.

“Wait your turn, squirt.” Chloe strode out of
the door on legs long enough to walk a fashion runway. “I’m the
elder cousin here.”

Rory protested, but relinquished the baby to
Scott’s tomboy niece. Except, the tomboy had somehow morphed into a
young woman while he hadn’t been looking. How had that happened?
She’d worked at the inn every summer since he and Allison had
married, and had decided to take a semester off from college so
Allison could stay home longer.

“Oh man.” Chloe made a face as she looked at
the baby in her arms. “Do they have to dress you in this girly
shi—er—stuff.”

“It’s adorable,” Rory insisted.

“Don’t worry,” Chloe whispered to Nicole.
“I’ll buy you some killer baby-on-the-go gear. As long as you don’t
drool on it. Deal?”

Nicole waved her arms with glee as Chloe
carried her up the steps.

“I like her dress,” Lauren protested.

“That’s because you’re a little diva.” Chloe
tweaked Lauren’s nose.



The huddle of females moved in mass toward
the door, like a wave carrying Nicole with them.

“Hold it right there!” Scott called louder
than he’d intended. The women turned and frowned as if he’d lost
his mind. He didn’t care. Enough was enough. “Where do you think
you’re going?”

“Inside,” Chloe said.

“Not so fast.” He climbed the stairs. “If you
don’t mind, I’d like to be the one to carry Nicole inside.”

“Why?” Chloe scowled.

“Because it happens to be her first visit to
Pearl Island. As Allison pointed out, that deserves a grand
entrance.”

“What, I’m not grand enough for you?” The
scowl turned to a smirk.

After handing the diaper bag to Rory, Scott
came toe-to-toe with his niece, and realized she nearly matched him
in height. “If anyone is going to carry Nicole inside this house
for the first time, it’s going to be me.”

“But—”

“Chloe.” He lowered his voice. “Hand over the
baby and no one will get hurt.”

Alli snickered beside him. After a bit more
grumbling, Chloe relented.

Finally, Scott
thought as he took Nicole into his arms. The tiny body settled
perfectly against his chest. He pressed his lips to the top of her
head and she let out a peaceful sigh. “Okay, now we can go in.”

He felt Allison’s arm slip about his waist so
that they entered together. The moment Rory closed the front door,
they all stopped. The dark, cool interior of the central hall
enveloped them while sunlight streamed through the stained glass
above the landing of the grand staircase. Silence stretched
out.

“So, like, what...?” Chloe said. “Are we
expecting something momentous, like the ghosts to appear?”

“Chlo-e.” Rory scowled. “Just because you’ve
never felt Marguerite and Captain Jack doesn’t mean they aren’t
here.”

“Sorry.” Chloe held up her hands. “You’re the
ones who say you freed them from their curse, or whatever, when
Adrian fond the sunken treasure.”

“We did.” Rory glanced about the hall,
smiling. “But they still come around every now and then.”

Scott didn’t want to admit he had hoped to
feel...something. Something to let him know that Marguerite
understood his gesture. He might be related to the man who had made
her life, and her daughter’s life, hell but he was not that
man.

“I promise,” he told Nicole, “you will know
nothing but love inside these walls.”

A crash from the kitchen broke the poignant
moment.

“Aurora!” Chance shouted a moment before he
appeared in the doorway to the back hall. “Help!”

“Coming!” Rory took off after her husband,
who’d already disappeared.

“What are the twins up to now?” Chloe
followed.

“It’s probably AJ.” Lauren hurried after
them.

“What was that about Mondays being quiet.”
Laughing, Allison started forward.

“Alli, wait.” Scott managed to grab her arm
before she escaped. “Rory and Chance can handle the twins. Lord
knows they’ve had enough practice.”

“True,” she agreed, but looked torn.

“Could we sit?” he asked. “For just a
moment.”

To Allison’s surprise, he went to the stairs
rather than the sitting area before the fireplace. Taking a seat on
the third step up, he placed Nicole on his thighs, so the baby
could look up at him.

“O-kay...” The sense of foreboding returned
as she went to join him. Taking a seat, she tucked her skirt about
her legs. “Is something wrong?”

“Actually, no.” A smile turned up one corner
of his mouth. “It’s just that...well, everything that just happened
is the reason I don’t want to go to New Orleans for a week.”

“Because the twins and AJ are causing
God-knows-what sort of disaster in the kitchen? Scott, I told
you—”

“I know.” He pressed a finger to her lips.
“You can handle it. I know you can. But maybe I can’t.”

“What?” She pulled his hand away.

“If I were gone, I’d be missing this. Maybe
it’s selfish, but I don’t want to miss a thing this time around. I
did that too much when the boys were babies. And now that they’re
about to start school, this is my last year to have them home all
day. I don’t want to spend it locked up in an office over the
garage.”

“What are you saying?”

His chest expanded with a deep breath. “I
want to step back from writing.”

“You mean quit?” Alarm shot through her. As
his wife, she wouldn’t mind having him more to herself, but as a
reader, she hated the idea.

“No, not quit. Just ask for a longer deadline
with the next book so it doesn’t consume my life. The deal is, when
I first started writing, it was a way to escape the real world,
because basically, my real life sucked. For the past seven years,
though, all I want to do is get the writing out of the way so that
I can get back to reality. Allison—” he cupped her face with one
hand “—I love you so much. I love my life with you. I love our
boys. And I love, absolutely love, this little thing right here.”
He smiled down at Nicole.

A lump rose in Allison’s throat.

“Which is why—” he looked at her “—I want to
trade spaces with you?”

“Trade spaces?”

“I know you were looking forward to having
your own time at home with the boys and the baby while Chloe is
here to help out, but when you’re ready to get back to work, I want
you to take the new office over the garage. With the way your
online gift shop is taking off, you need a command center for
packing and shipping.”

“What will you do?”

“Write at the kitchen table.” He
shrugged.

“Are you serious?”

“I am.”

“Oh, Scott!” She throw her arms around his
neck. “I love that idea. I love working here at the inn, but you’re
right, the online gift shop is taking off. Mostly thanks to Rory
and her gift for Web design. Working over the garage would be
wonderful. I can even set up a playpen in the corner for
Nicole.”

“Well, we’ll have to talk about that.”

She looked at him, seeing past his tough guy
veneer, which had grown decidedly thin over the years. “How did I
get so lucky?”

“Marguerite’s charm?” he suggested.

“I really do love you.”

“Same goes.” His mouth met hers in a kiss
that started tender and sweet but quickly deepened. Just as the
heat rose between them, a blast of cool air blew down the stairway,
as if someone had thrown open a window in the middle of a
windstorm.

“Whoa!” Scott jerked back.

Gasping, Alli whipped her head from side to
side, glancing about. Small rays of light danced through the
stained glass, like sunlight through a wind-tossed tree.

Then, everything settled back to normal.

“Wow.” Scott exhaled in a rush. “That
was...dramatic.”

“Marguerite,” she whispered in awe.

“Did I do something to piss her off?”

“No, she’s happy.”

“How can you tell?”

“I can feel it.” She glanced down at Nicole,
and found the baby practically giggling. “So can she.”

“Okay, so, she’s happy with Nicole,” he said.
“That’s a given.”

“And you.”

“Why me? I’m a LeRoche. I’ve always thought
she merely tolerated me.”

Alli cupped his jaw, enjoying the feel of his
trimmed beard against her palm. “You are everything she hoped for
when she married Henri LeRoche, but didn’t find until Captain Jack
Kingsley walked through that door and into her life.” She pressed
her lips to his. “You’re my Captain Jack.”

“Hmm.” Delight flashed in his eyes an instant
before he took her mouth in a hungry kiss. A quick sizzle of
pleasure shot through her. Looping her arms about his neck, she
tipped her head for better access. Her moan of desire turned to
protest as he pulled away.

“Oh, man.” Breathing hard, he rested his
forehead against hers. “Unless we want to find an empty room
upstairs, I think it’s time we see what havoc our sons have caused
in the kitchen.”

“In other words, we’ll finish this later?”
She gave him a suggestive grin.

“Oh yeah.” Standing, he cradled Nicole on his
shoulder. “We will definitely finish this later.”

His arm went warm and familiar about her
waist as they headed for the door to the private area of the inn.
As they reached it, Allison glanced back over her shoulder.

Thank you,
Marguerite, she silently offer. For
bringing us so much luck. And love.
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Return
to Pearl Island, Part Three

Adrian and Jackie

Ten Years Later

“Why are all the lights off?” Jackie stopped
in the stairwell that led down to the family apartment in the
basement of the Pearl Island Inn.

“I have no idea,” Adrian said from behind
her. A shaft of light came through the door to the back hall,
spilling down the stairs. She heard him flip the switch a few
times, but nothing happened. “Maybe the bulb is burned out.”

“But all the lights
are off downstairs.”

“Then let’s go down and turn some on.”

Running a hand along one wall, she made her
way halfway down before the door closed, shutting out the light.
She stopped as blackness engulfed them.

“Daddy, it’s dark,”
their five-year-old son, Taylor, whispered, clearly thrilled by the
prospect.

“Yes, it is,” Adrian whispered back in the
same tone. “You better hold my hand.”

“Naw, I’m okay.” Taylor’s shoes scraped on
the treads. “Do you think the ghosts made it dark?”

“Maybe.” Amusement tinged Adrian’s voice at
his son’s excitement. “Watch your step.”

“I am—Oops!”
Taylor’s solid little body collided into Jackie. “Thorry!”

“Okay, brave guy...” Laughing, she scooped
him up and set him on her hip. “How about I carry you.”

“Why? I’m not scared.”

“Maybe I am.” She tickled his belly.

“Naw-ah.” He giggled. “You never scared.”

“Why don’t you hold me anyway. Just to be
sure. Okay?”

“‘Kay.” He flung his arms around her
neck.

The feel of him snuggled against her flooded
her heart with joy. She’d thought her dreams had come true the day
she’d married Adrian, but that had only been the beginning.
Contentment and adventure had filled the last ten years as they’d
operated the Pirate’s Pleasure as a
windjammer cruise ship, sailing from Galveston to the Caribbean.
The honeymoon episode of Cooking Lessons
had gone so well, the network had spun it into a new show,
Caribbean Spice, with Adrian showing how
to cook and where to eat in the islands. The show’s popularity had
boosted the cruise business nicely.

All that was about to change, though. With
the new plans they’d made during the last few days, their lives
were going to take a different, but equally exciting turn. Rubbing
her cheek against her son’s hair, she wondered how she’d managed to
get so lucky.

“You got him?” Adrian’s hand came to rest on
her back.

“Yep.” She took a deep breath before joy got
the better of her and she arrived downstairs with watery eyes.
Assuming anyone would be there to see her. “I thought they knew we
were arriving today.”

“So did I,” he said as they resumed their way
down the stairs. When they reached the bottom, she felt him brush
past her to flip a switch.

“Surprise!” voices shouted as light
exploded.

“What?” Jackie blinked against the sudden
brightness.

When her vision cleared, she found Adrian’s
sisters beaming in welcome along with Chance and Scott, and the
children. Scott’s niece, Chloe was there, as well as Bobby and
Paige. Over their heads stretched a welcome-home banner while
hundreds of balloons danced along the ceiling, filling the room
with color.

“What’s all this?” Adrian asked as Rory
bounded toward him, a blur of blonde hair and long limbs. He caught
her in a hug that lifted her off the floor. “We’ve come home lots
of times.”

“But this time’s special.” When Rory’s feet
touched down, she engulfed Jackie and Taylor in her arms. “Welcome
home.”

“It’s good to be here.” Jackie laughed as she
squeezed Rory back. “But why the party? Not that we don’t love any
excuse to celebrate—”

“Because this time, you’re home to stay.”
Rory’s blue eyes shown with happiness.

Uh-oh. Jackie’s gaze
collided with Adrian’s. We should have told
them.

It’ll be okay, he
silently assured her.

“Glad you made it.” Chance stepped forward to
give Adrian a handshake and backslap. The contrast between the two
men had increased over the years, as Adrian grew more tanned and
muscular from his life aboard ship and Chance remained lean and
scholarly as ever. “Aurora’s been beside herself with excitement
for three days.”

“Of course I’ve been excited.” Rory gave
Jackie another hug.

Jackie bit her lip with worry. They’d wanted
to wait and tell the family about their new plans until they could
do it in person, since they knew the sisters, especially Rory,
wouldn’t be happy. Had waiting made things worse?

“Rory, you’re hogging.” Allison nudged her
sister aside to give Jackie a squeeze. “Welcome home, Jackie.”

“And me!” Still riding her hip, Taylor
pointed to his chest.

“And you.” Allison rubbed her nose against
his, making him giggle. Motherhood had added a glow of happiness
that made Alli prettier than ever. She eyes widened playful as she
looked at Taylor. “My goodness, look at how big you’ve grown.”

“I’m six.” He held up the right number of
fingers.

“You certainly are.” His aunt clasped her
hands together. “Which is why you’re moving back to Pearl Island,
so you can go to school with your cousins.”

“I hate school!” AJ, Rory’s and Chance’s
six-year-old son, announced with a scowl. His blond curls and blue
eyes gave him a deceptively angelic look. While he was sweet as
could be, he had a lack of fear and thirst for danger that rivaled
Taylor’s. “They make you sit still all day!”

“Oh, the torture that must be.” Scott’s
niece, Chloe, laughed as she ruffled AJ’s hair. Jackie hadn’t met
Chloe until after she and Adrian married, but she’d bonded quickly
with the troubled tomboy—who’d grown into a striking young woman.
“You’re lucky the teacher doesn’t tie you to your chair.”

“They tie you up?” Taylor’s eyes went so
wide, Jackie had to laugh. He looked like his father in everything
but the hazel eyes he’d gotten from her. He shook his head gravely.
“I don’t have to go to school, do I?”

Jackie shot another glance at Adrian. The
question provided a perfect opening to announce their news, but
they’d barely walked in the door. They couldn’t just blurt it
out.

“Tell you what.” She lowered Taylor to the
floor. “Why don’t you ask Derrick and Raff if they have any new
toys.”

Allison’s twins, who’d turned out to be boys
despite the doctor’s prediction, had just turned nine. With just
enough of their mother’s prettiness to soften the sharp features
they inherited from their father, they promised to be heart
stealers by the time they hit their teen years.

“We’d rather see the ship,” one of the
twins—Derrick she thought—told her. Yes, it was definitely Derrick,
she decided when he flashed her a beguiling smile. He was the
charmer of the two, while Raff usually stood in the background,
silently plotting their next mischief. “Can we, Aunt Jackie?”

“Fine with me.” She looked at Scott. “Ti is
onboard and can watch them.”

“I’m not sure Ti is enough to keep these guys
out of trouble.” Scott narrowed his eyes at his sons.

“We promise to be good as gold.” Derrick
crossed a finger over his heart.

“Me too!” AJ jumped up and down.

“Okay, you can go, if”—Scott held up a finger—“Chloe goes with
you.”

“Oh man,” Chloe complained as the boys
cheered. “I’m twenty three, guys. When do I go from being one of
the kidlets to hanging with the adults?”

“When all these boys are old enough to be
trusted on their own.” Scott circled a finger to include all four
boys.

“In other words, never.” Plopping her hands
on her hips, Chloe gave the boys a threatening frown that slowly
gave way to a twinkle in her eyes. “Okay, listen up, me mateys.
You’ll be minding what I say, or I’ll have ye walking the
plank.”

“Woo-hoo! To the ship!” Derrick shouted and
raced his brother for the stairs.

“Wait for me!” AJ ran after them with Taylor
bringing up the rear.

“Taylor!” Adrian called.

Taylor stopped on the bottom step.

“No swinging from the halyard without your
mother and me there to supervise.”

“Why not?” Taylor looked genuinely perplexed
as the other thundered up the stairs. “I can show them how to do
it.”

“No,” Adrian told him. “I mean it.”

“Okay.” Taylor shrugged and disappeared up
the stairs.

“It’s all right,” Chloe assured all the
parents. “I’ll keep my eyes on them.”

“Can we go too?” Lauren asked. She’d grown
from an angelic little girl to a beautiful pre-teen with golden
curls tumbling down her back.

“Might as well.” Chloe gestured for her to
follow.

“Come on Nicki.” Lauren took the hand of the
Allison’s and Scott’s three-year-old daughter, Nicole. “We can be
girl pirates, just like Aunt Jackie.”

Jackie laughed. In years past, being called a
pirate would have had her back up, but she’d left that old
defensiveness behind. “I wonder if I should call Ti and warn him
the ship’s about to be invaded.”

“He’ll be fine,” Adrian said. “Heck, he’s
probably expecting them.”

“True.”

“So, let’s get this party started.” Rubbing
his hands, Adrian went to check out the spread of food on the bar.
“What do we have to eat?”

“A little bit of everything.” Allison swept a
hand to present the offerings. “Including our now famous Pearl
Island brownies.”

“Mmm, chocolate.” Adrian sent Jackie a wink
that made her blush. They’d had more than one chocolate covered
encounter over the years, to the point that the mere sight of a
brownie made her tingle.

“Who wants wine?” Chance walked into the
kitchen. A chorus of I dos rang out.

“So, how’s the ship?” Bobby said as he and
Paige joined the food line.

“Fabulous.” Jackie pulled her mind away from
thoughts of smearing chocolate all over her husband’s magnificent
body. “You should have been with us on the last leg home. The
minute we entered the Gulf the wind hit us from the stern and we
had the longest, fastest downwind run I’ve ever had in my
life.”

“Seriously?” Paige’s eyes lit up. “I wish we
had been there.”

“It was...amazing.”

Adrian had to smile as Bobby and Paige pumped
Jackie for details. Those three, he knew, could talk sailing for
hours.

“How are things here at the inn?” he asked
Allison, filling his plate.

“Busy as ever,” Allison told him. “My online
gift shop is doing so well, we’ve finally talked Chloe into
managing the gift shop here at the inn full time.”

“Which means we don’t see Alli nearly
enough.” Rory gave her sister a disgruntled look. “Not that we mind
having Chloe here. She’s great. It’s just, the whole point of us
starting a B and B together was so we could, you know, be together.
But Alli’s cyber business is so successful, she spends most of her
time at her home office, filling orders.”

“So much for Scott getting an office.”
Allison laughed, since she’d taken over the space above the garage
they’d built behind the Bouchard Cottage. They’d meant for the
office to be Scott’s.

“You’ll hear no complaints from me,” Scott
said. “I got so used to having the boys underfoot while I was
writing, now I can’t concentrate without the noise and chaos of the
house.”

“You are such a sucker for your boys.”
Allison gave his cheek a quick peck. “And Nicole.”

“Guilty.” Grinning, Scott caught Alli around
the waist and pulled her to him for a quick kiss on the mouth. She
laughed out a protest and squirmed away, a pretty blush coloring
her cheeks.

Watching them, Adrian hid a laugh of his own,
then he caught Jackie looking his way. The grin that flirted with
the corners of her mouth let him know she wouldn’t mind a playful
kiss or two.

Later, he promised
her with his eyes.

Her smile deepened.

“The problem with all this success,” Rory
said as she moved down the food line, “is we don’t get to spend
enough time together. At least you and Jackie are moving back, so
I’ll get to see you more.”

At Rory’s words, Jackie’s smile faded. He
tried again to assure her everything would be fine.

“How are Aunt Viv and Carl?” Allison carried
her plate into the living area and took a seat on the sofa. “Their
move from Granada to St. Thomas sounds so exciting. I assume you
saw them when you sailed through the Virgin Island.”

“We did.” Adrian glanced at Jackie.
This is it. Time to share our big
news.

Are you sure? Her
face lined with worry.

“Well?” Allison asked. “Fill us in on how
they’re doing, since we haven’t heard a thing from them in
weeks.”

“They’re both great, but really busy,” he
said, feeling guilty. The reason his aunt hadn’t called was because
he’d asked her not to. He’d wanted the news to come from him.
Searching for the right way to ease into it, he took a seat in one
of the armchairs. “Aunt Viv has her hands full, learning the
island, making friends, getting settled in their new house. And
Carl”—he chuckled—“he’s so excited about this new shipwreck, he’s
like a kid.”

“Who can blame him?” Scott sat on the sofa
beside Alli. “I understand the ship was part of the Spanish plate
fleet.”

“You got it. And man, was it loaded with
treasure.” Adrian tipped his head. “Carl’s had one heck of a time
keeping the exact location under wraps while he scrambled for
funding and permits. This is going to be one for the history books.
Even better...” He glanced Jackie again, and found she hadn’t moved
from the bar. She stood with her arms wrapped about her as if she
were cold. Distress lined her face, as she stared back at him.

Are you okay?

“Even better what?” Allison asked.

He hesitated, but knew waiting wouldn’t help
anyone. Especially with everyone watching him expectantly. Alli and
Scott sat hip to hip on one end of the sofa, while Rory sat on the
other, waiting for Chance. Bobby had taken the other big chair with
Paige perched on the arm. “Carl asked Jackie to be part of the
recovery team.”

“Oh my goodness.” Paige gasped. “That’s so
exciting. Are you going to do it?”

“Too bad we’re not divers,” Bobby told his
wife. “I’d apply in a heartbeat. Or even volunteer.”

“Me too,” Paige agreed. “Can you imagine
getting to see the wreck of a real Spanish galleon?”

“Except Jackie can’t,” Rory said. “Taylor
starts school this year. Plus, the network is planning a new series
for Adrian focusing on the Gulf. I bet that was really hard to turn
down, though.”

“Actually,” Adrian said, “she’s—”

“Considering it,” Jackie cut in.

What? He frowned at
her. What did she mean “considering it”? They’d spent the last two
weeks talking excitedly well into the nights, figuring out how
they’d pull it off.

“It’s just something we’re thinking about.”
Jackie rubbed her arms despite the warmth of the room.

“But how could you do it?” Rory frowned.
“Would you leave Adrian and Taylor here while you fly back and
forth?”

Jackie sent him a look, pleading for
help.

“No, we um...” He hesitated, not sure what to
say. Right up until they docked, their plans had been set. Surely
Jackie hadn’t changed her mind. “We’ve decided to home school
Taylor. Or, in our case, I guess that would be ship school.”

“You’re going to home school Taylor?” Chance
asked, handing out wine glasses. “Aboard the Pirate’s Pleasure? Whatever you do, don’t tell AJ.
He’d give his eye teeth to trade the classroom for life onboard a
sailing ship.”

“He’s not the only one.” Scott chuckled.
“Derrick and Raff will pester us endlessly when they hear about
this. “

“Lauren too, for that matter,” Chance added
as he sat beside Rory.

“Oh God.” Scott pressed a hand to his brow.
“Can you imagine all of them living aboard a ship?”

“Maybe we should send them off with Jackie
and Adrian, like boarding school on the high seas,” Chance
joked.

“Wait a second.” Rory cut through the
laughter. “You’re not thinking about moving to St. Thomas, are you?
Adrian, what about the show?”

“We’ve decided to stick with the current
format, but focus just on the Virgin Islands.”

“So, you won’t even be sailing home to
Galveston at all? You’d actually move to St. Thomas?”

“Well, not permanently,” Adrian said. “Just
during the excavation of the ship.”

“How long will that take?” Allison asked,
looking unhappy.

“Not sure. About three years, maybe.”

“Three years?” Rory
set down her glass. “No...”

“Rory.” Adrian shook his head at her. “It’s
not forever.”

“Actually,” Jackie cut in. “Nothing’s set.
It’s all still up in the air. And speaking of the kids, I really
should check on them.” She started for the stairs.

“Jackie?” Concern brought Adrian to his feet.
“Do you want me to go with you?”

“No, I’m good.” She waved for him to sit back
down. “Stay. Visit with your sisters.”

He watched her vanish up the stairs, torn
between following her and comforting his sisters.

“Adrian?” Rory stood as well. “Are you
serious about this?”

“Aurora.” Chance tugged at his wife’s shirt,
trying to get her to sit back down. “Adrian and Jackie have to do
what’s right for them. This is a chance of a lifetime for
Jackie.”

“I know.” Rory’s slumped. “It’s
just...three years.”

~ ~ ~

Her heart pounding, Jackie hurried up the
stairs with one goal in mind, to get to the ship so she could
think. The minute she reached the lobby, though, her body went from
slightly chilled to freezing cold. Her lungs seized up with a panic
that surpassed reason. She’d known Rory would be upset, and thought
she’d braced herself for that. So where had the ball of doubt
ballooning inside her come from?

Pressing a hand to her chest, she tried to
slow her short, shallow breaths. Beneath her palm, the pearl
pendent felt like ice.

Marguerite.

The day they’d found the pearl necklace,
they’d been sure the ghosts of Marguerite and Captain Jack had
found their peace and moved on. But every once in a while, they
seemed to return. Mostly when someone in the family needed help or
guidance.

Glancing around, she listened intently. The
central hall looked as peaceful and welcoming as it always did,
with a cheerful blend of antiques and homey accessories. No ghostly
specters hung in the air. But her skin tingled with awareness.

“What are you trying to tell me?” she
whispered.

No answer came.

She didn’t need words, though, to know
Marguerite wasn’t any happier about the news than Rory or Allison.
And why would any of them be happy to learn she was taking Adrian
and Taylor away from Pearl Island for such a long stretch? The
whole idea had been completely selfish on her part.

She’d tell everyone she’d changed her
mind.

As soon as she got her rioting emotions under
control.

To do that, she needed to get to the
ship.

She tried to take a step toward the front
door, but her feet refused to move that direction. So, she turned
toward the grand stairs. Sunlight streaming through the stained
glass seemed to dance about, beckoning her upward.

Giving in, she hurried up, panic nipping at
her heels. She found the hall on the second floor as empty and went
to the door to Marguerite’s old suite, the room where she’d stayed
the first time she’d come to the inn as a guest. Trying the knob,
she found it locked. Of course it was locked. The inn was full and
she couldn’t just walk into any room she wanted. She turned in a
circle and her gaze went to the door onto the balcony. Sunlight and
sea air washed over her the instant she stepped outside, but
neither warmed her. Shivering, she moved to the rail, and stared
past the cove to the far horizon—out toward the open water. Where
all her dream waited.

The thought of giving them up filled her with
a sense of loss and longing so keen, her vision blurred with tears.
It was the right thing to do, though. For Adrian and Taylor. For
the family.

“Jackie?” Adrian called from behind her.
“What on earth...?”

“Oh, Adrian, I’m so sorry.” She covered her
face with her hands. “Forget I ever suggested we move to St.
Thomas.”

“What?” An incredulous laugh escaped before
he pulled her into his arms. “What’s this all about?”

“What was I thinking?” She burrowed into his
chest, into the warmth and comfort of his arms. “I can’t believe
how selfish I was being. I can’t take you away from your sisters.
They love you. And you love them.”

“Yes, on both counts. But—”

“And Taylor!” She sniffed. “He should go to
school with his cousins, not have his mother drag him off to the
Caribbean just so she can help recover a shipwreck.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s totally selfish on your
part,” he said dead pan. “Let’s hope Taylor doesn’t call Child
Protective Services to report the abuse.”

“I’m being serious.” She raised her head to
glare at him through her tears.

“Actually, you’re being crazy. And, to be
honest, all of this—” he moved his hand in a circle to indicate
both her and her outburst “—doesn’t even sound like you. I’m not
sure it is you.”

“What?”

“Right up until we stepped inside the inn, we
were both excited about our plans.”

“Until I saw you with your sisters and
stopped thinking about myself long enough to realize how this would
effect everyone. Even Marguerite is unhappy.”

“Exactly.” He nodded.

“Then you feel it too?”

“No. But I know you, and all this isn’t you
talking.” He loosened his arms so they looped about her hips.
“Remember when I told you that sometimes I could feel things here
at the inn? Emotions I knew weren’t my own? I think that may be
what’s happening to you. All this panic, this suddenly not wanting
to leave Pearl Island, is Marguerite.”

“It’s not! It’s seeing you with your sisters.
It’s wondering if I’m doing what’s right for my son. It’s—”

He pressed a finger to her lips. “Wondering
what was best for her daughter had to be one of the obstacles that
kept Marguerite from following her heart. She wanted desperately to
sail away with Jack Kingsley, but taking her daughter away from
everything familiar to live aboard a ship or in some wild port town
in the Caribbean seemed selfish.”

“I thought it was fear of being hurt that
held her back.”

“Do any of us ever have one clear-cut reason
for the choices we make? I bet Marguerite had many complicated
reasons for her choices. That, however, was her life. This is ours.
So, I want you to do me a favor?” He turned her toward the cove,
then wrapped his arms around her from behind. “I want you to look
down there and tell me what you see.”

“I see my ship.” The knot inside her chest
loosened at the sight of the Pirate’s
Pleasure moored at the dock. The carved rail that lined the
decks gleamed with a fresh coat of red and yellow paint. The masts
rose majestically toward the bright blue sky with the sails neatly
furled, but she could picture those billowing with wind. How many
times had Adrian smiled down at her from the rigging as he helped
the crew? “I see our ship.”

“And...?” Adrian looked as well, and saw
Taylor racing with his cousins around the quarterdeck. Lauren rode
on Ti’s back as he galloped about and Nicole clapped her hands.
Their excited shrieks and laughter drifted up on the breeze.

“The children.”

“Does Taylor look happy?”

“Oh yes.” Her body relaxed against him.
“Scott and Chance are right. Their boys are going to be so jealous
when they hear Taylor gets to go sailing rather than attend regular
school. Still, your sisters—”

“Will be okay. Rory will pout the most, but
she and Alli have really full and happy lives.” He turned Jackie to
face him. “The next few years will fly by for all of us.”

“You’re right.” On a sigh, the tension
drained from her face. “I just, you know, had a moment.”

“Yeah, you did.” Laughing, he pressed a kiss
to her forehead.

She warped her arms around him and rested her
cheek against his chest. “I love this place, and your family so
much. I think I’m going to miss them as much as they’ll miss
you.”

“Us. They’ll miss you too. But, it’s not
forever. It’s just for a while.” He cupped her face so he could
smile into her eyes. “Do you realize how lucky we are? We have the
chance to live our lives exactly how we want. Even if running a
windjammer is a lot of hard work, I wouldn’t trade the past ten
years for anything.”

“True.” A sparkle of happiness returned to
her eyes. “Sometimes, I think the hard work is half the fun.”

“That isn’t the only thing that’s fun when
it’s hard.” He wiggled his brows suggestively.

“Adrian!” She pulled away.

He pulled her right back and stopped her
protest by covering her mouth with his. A purr of pleasure sounded
in her throat as she leaned into him, returning the kiss. He ran a
hand down her back to fit her body to his. When she wiggled even
closer, his pulse skipped toward arousal.

Remembering his family waiting downstairs, he
broke the kiss and rested his forehead against hers. “I think we
need to save this for later.”

“You’re right.” She sighed. “Dang it.”

He chuckled at her disappointment. “You know
what else I think?”

“What?” She smiled up at him.

“I think we’re doing exactly what Jack and
Marguerite should have done. If they hadn’t let all their fears
hold them back, they could have sailed off to the Caribbean to live
out their lives.”

“You’re right.” She raised a hand to the
pearl pendent, and gasped in delight when it warmed in her
palm.

“What?”

“I think Marguerite agrees.”

“Really?” His eyes widened. “Let me see.”

She opened her hand so he could take the
pendent. Their gazes met.

“You know what this means?” He smiled.

“What?”

“We owe it to them to go for it.”

“You mean sail off to the Caribbean and live
happily ever after? I don’t know.” She feigned a frown. “That’s a
pretty big sacrifice to make for the family ghosts.”

“Well, for them. For Carl, who is counting on
you. For my sisters who’ll insist we go when they realize it’s what
we want. And, for us.”

“When you put it that way, how can we
not?”

“Exactly.” He lowered his mouth to hers for
another kiss, this one filled with more tenderness than heat. She
returned it measure for measure. He pulled away long enough to
smile into her eyes. “Let’s go live happily ever after.”

She wrapped her hand around his, so the both
held the pendant. “For Marguerite and Captain Jack.”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Dear Cupid

Reaching the front door, she took a deep
breath and rang the bell. Through the beveled glass, she saw
someone come toward her and she pasted on a friendly smile. The
door opened—and her stomach dropped to her feet at the sight of the
blond man wearing a bright Hawaiian shirt. “Oh, my God!”

“We meet again.” The man from L.A. grinned.
He didn’t seem the least surprised to see her, while her head spun
with memories of her embarrassing behavior and her body heated with
renewed attraction.

“What are you doing here?” she squeaked.

“I live here.”

“I— What— How—” she stammered. He looked
every inch as attractive as before, except the shirt sported neon
shades of turquoise and yellow rather than blue and red.

“I’m glad to see you too.” His grin grew as
he lounged against the doorjamb. “Kate.”

At the sound of her name, her breath rushed
out of her lungs. “How did you find me?”

“Quite easily, actually.” He pulled a card
from his shirt pocket and handed it to her. “You dropped this in
the airport.”

As she took the card, her scattered thoughts
came together with a snap. He was Michael
Cameron. Her first client. “No. There’s been some sort of
mistake.”

He gave her a teasing frown. “You mean you’re
not the woman who dropped her purse on my feet?”

“No! I mean, yes I am, but—” She pressed her
fingertips to her forehead. “Look, I apologize if I gave you the
wrong impression. I’m usually not so ...” The word “loose” came to
mind, but she swallowed it down. “Forward. Now, if you’ll excuse
me—”

Panic kicked Mike into action the instant she
turned to leave. “Wait a second.” He leapt forward to block her way
up the drive. “Where are you going?”

“I told you, there’s been a mistake,” She
glared at him with the same green eyes that had teased him in L.A.
“I’m not, you know ... for hire.”

“What?” He frowned in confusion, then
laughed. “I don’t want to hire you for that.” She looked relieved but still nervous, and he
sighed. “Why don’t you come inside so we can talk?”

“I don’t think so.” She glanced toward her
car.

“I promise, it’s perfectly safe,” he
insisted. “And my job offer is legitimate.” Well, perhaps offering
her a job hadn’t been his initial reason for calling the number on
the card. While talking with the owner of Wife for Hire, he’d
simply decided that hiring Kate was the easiest way to get to know
her. After the way she’d run from him in the airport, he feared
she’d turn him down flat if he asked her for a date. As for the
rest of his plan, the name of her friend’s business had inspired
that. “If you’ll come inside, I’ll tell you what I have in
mind.”

“No funny stuff?” She narrowed her eyes.

“Not even mildly amusing stuff. Besides,” he
said, “your friend Linda knows you’re over here, right? I’d have to
be pretty stupid to try anything.”

She mulled that over a moment, then nodded.
“All right. I’ll give you five minutes.”

“After you.” He waved an arm for her to
precede him into the house. The moment she crossed the threshold,
he breathed a sigh of relief. Five minutes wasn’t long, but it was
better than nothing. He just prayed his plan worked.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Almost Perfect

Maddy managed to control her excitement
during the paperwork. It broke free, though, as she and Joe left
the gallery.

“Can you believe that?” she asked the minute
they stepped outside. “She likes the pastels!”

“I like them too.”

“Really? You mean that?”

“I do.” He smiled at her as if suppressing
laughter at her enthusiasm.

She didn’t care if he did laugh. “She took
all of them on consignment! And she wants to see more. Oh my God!”
She did a little dance as they crossed the parking lot.

Joe did laugh at that. “Congratulations.”

“My work is in a gallery. In Santa Fe!” She
twirled about, making the skirt of her dress flare, then wrap
around her legs. “And not just any gallery, but Images of the West.
An art publishing house. I can’t believe this! I can’t wait to tell
Christine and Amy. This is so great!”

They’d reached the truck and Joe hit the
remote to unlock the doors. Maddy climbed into the passenger seat
as he slipped behind the wheel.

“Oh, Joe.” She crossed her hands over her
heart and sighed. “This means so much to me. I can’t even tell you.
Why didn’t you tell me this was a publishing house?”

“If I had, would you have gone in?”

“No way!” She laughed.

“Exactly. I picked this place because it
looks so unassuming, I knew you wouldn’t chicken out.”

“You didn’t expect her to take me on, did
you?”

“I knew it was a long shot—but you know what
they say: Start at the top. And damn, Maddy, you nailed it.”

“I did.” Her body sagged as realization hit
her. “Holy cow, I really did.” She looked at him, overcome, then
threw her arms about his neck. “Thank you!”

He returned the hug without thinking. Then
the feel of her in his arms slammed into his senses on one blinding
wave. He closed his eyes as the impact sucked him under. Desire
delivered a second blow, sending him into a roll.

Before he knew how it had happened, his hands
were in her hair and his mouth was on hers. The taste of her made
joy flood his veins. Her name beat in time with the pounding of his
heart. After years of starving for her, he was holding Maddy,
kissing Maddy.

He tipped his head and deepened the contact,
thrilling to the feel of her kissing him back the way she always
had—with an eagerness to match his own. His whole body came alive
as their mouths opened and mated. He wanted to lift her over the
gearshift and onto his lap, slip his hands under her dress and feel
her warm skin. She moaned again, and arched toward him as if
wanting the same thing.

Maddy! His heart sang. He was kissing
Maddy!

Good God!

His brain kicked in and his body froze.

He was kissing Maddy!

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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