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ONE

 

Time melted away as I projected a calm I didn’t feel. Bailey was in the hands of someone with nothing to lose. Thus far even though hours had passed, they hadn’t contacted anyone that we knew of for ransom. So this was most likely personal. The longer she was gone, the more likelihood, we wouldn’t find her safe.

Turner’s pacing came to stop. He looked up at me with fathomable eyes that clearly spoke of volumes of love for a woman I claimed as mine. 

“So who’s coming again?”

I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. I’d already explained this to him, Bailey’s father and then to the council members of the community where she’d grown up. My temper flared, but I tamped it down. He held the same fear I did.

“Matt,” I gritted. I took a second to breathe before I finished. “Lizzy, Bailey’s best friend from college’s brother.”

A hand scrubbed over his face before he nodded. “Why would he fly here at a minute’s notice?”

Frustration welled up in me. I felt the Gaelic words to express myself on my tongue. I held them back even though he wouldn’t understand them. I fought the urge to push back at the guy. It was bad enough she hadn’t chosen me. But to put up with his grilling of me was starting to crack my façade. “She’s his sister’s best friend and a cop,” I repeated in so many words. 

Turner wasn’t a stupid guy. He looked at me man to man, calling me on my bullshit.

“I think he may have had a thing for her,” I admitted. 

He shook his head as if to say he figured as much.

“I don’t think anything ever came of it. She’s really close to their family,” I said before I wondered why I was explaining myself.

After taking a cleansing breath, I opened my eyes to find his brown eyes trained on me. “And a security team from a company you just purchased is picking this Matt up before heading here.”

“Yes,” I said, my nerves frayed.

“You bought a company in order to find her?”

It was my turn to scrub my face in hopes of wiping the grimace off it before I spoke. “No, I escalated the purchase. I’d been looking at the company for a while.” I didn’t tell him that I’d been searching to buy a security firm to bring in-house to combat hackers and help screen future and current employees. I’d completed my due diligence weeks ago but had put off the purchase until I could clear my name of possible charges against me. I didn’t care anymore. I bought it now because it was an asset I could use to find her. He was right about that.

His eyes conveyed he wasn’t convinced. “Why are you still here? Especially after—.”

He didn’t have to finish. “Because it’s my problem.”

A fire blazed in his eyes that mirrored my own. “She’s mine to worried about.”

There was a part of me that wanted to dispute his claim. “If it weren’t for my company, she wouldn’t be in this situation. Even if it was someone else, I would be involved. I’m responsible.”

It took a few moments before he nodded. “How long before he shows up?”

A quick look at my watch revealed it would be soon. “Maybe a half an hour.”

“Fine. I’m going to take a walk.”

I watched him go and breathed a sigh of relief. His tension only added to my own. I took the opportunity to answer e-mail on my tablet, after which I made a few phone calls trying not to think about what someone might be doing to my girl. A sobering huff escaped my lips. She wasn’t my girl. She hadn’t chosen me. I wasn’t even sure why I thought I had even stood a chance against a guy she’d known her entire life.

It was her eyes. The way she gazed at me, even after I showed up. They betrayed her words in every way. I’d had no reason to doubt she would be in my arms. Instead, she’d allowed him…

With irritation, I pushed back at my hair before stepping outside to find space to breathe. I would never understand women, and I would never let another woman into my heart again. Ever.

The satellite phone buzzed in my pocket. “Glenn,” I said by way of greeting.

“ETA, five minutes.”

Unceremoniously, I clicked the phone off and headed to the path she’d most likely been taken through in the stalks. I decided not to waste time to find Turner. There was nothing he could do anyway. I had to brief the team and get them started fast. Time was not in our favor. It was more like quicksand. We had to find her alive. And although the thought of seeing her unharmed elated me, what I would have to say to her gave me a choking sensation.






  

Chapter Two

 

Clawing my way to the surface of consciousness was slow. It felt as if I was reaching for a pinprick of light at the end of a very long tunnel. Through it all, I caught snatches of whispered conversation to my left. The words were indistinct and indiscernible. I felt the urge to move my head in that direction to give my ears better chance of making out what was being said. Something stopped me.

Feeling my limbs stretched out to four corners, I remembered. I’d been outside trying to come to terms with my decision. I’d been trying to come up with how I was going to explain myself to Kalen when I heard a noise. I’d turned too late. An arm clamped around me from behind before I could defend myself. A cloth pressed against my mouth and nose. A smell faintly sickly sweet filled my nostrils. Darkness closed in on me like a shut door to the face. With a lingering thought, I didn’t know if it was the smell or lack of oxygen that claimed me.

It was a slow cloud that parted leading me into consciousness. Knowing my situation may have been perilous, I didn’t move. I tried to fight the nausea that threatened to overtake me. For once, I needed to be smart. If I was to survive, I needed to figure a way out. With as slight a movement as I could muster, I tested the bonds on my left foot and arm. There was no give. I cracked my eyes opened, and tried to keep my breathing slow and steady.

My head was faced to the right towards faint light that filtered through heavy drapes. Below the window was a beige AC unit that hummed in the background. Just to the left of the window I spied a door. My guess was I was in a motel of some sort. Where, I had no idea. I also didn’t know how long I’d been out.

Calming my brain, I tried to listen again to the continued murmurs from the other side of the room. There was no hope. They were doing a good job of being quiet enough so that I couldn’t tell for sure if the voices were female, male or one of each.

There was no way to know without seeing. Could it have been Mike? Turner and Kalen’s plan had been to lock him in the jail, but maybe they hadn’t caught him. If it was Mike, oh god… I racked my brain trying to figure out whom else. There was another option. Whoever trashed Lizzy’s apartment was more likely the culprit. The words die bitch written on my wall was certainly telling. I wasn’t sure which fate was better, death or the sick things Mike might try. In the end, if he had killed old man Fisher, set fire to Mary’s house, he was capable of kidnaping as well. A quick death at the hands of the people stealing from Kalen’s company sounded like the better option.

Kalen. It all came back to him. The idea that I might never be able to explain myself hurt so deep I nearly cried. The fact that I thought of Kalen and not Turner first caused me to lose control over the retching that had been threatening since I first woke up. 

Nothing was in my stomach. I gagged uncontrollably at my fear of death and whatever else my unknown enemy had planned for me.

When I stopped dry heaving, there was silence before movement. There was no need not to look. I turned my head and simultaneously pulled at my bonds. Rope bit into my skin as someone donning a mask filled my vision. The black cat-like disguise covered the person’s head like a sock. Blonde hair that looked too fake to be real sprouted from the top. There were tiny holes at the places where eyes, a nose and a mouth should be. I couldn’t understand how whoever wore it could see or breathe.

“Pretty,” the cat-like woman purred. Once she was closer, I could take my eyes off her hooded face. I took in the rest of her. She wore a black leotard with what appeared like a tail curling off to the side from the back. What was this?

A black-gloved hand reached out and stroked hair that had come lose from my bun off my face. “Pretty,” she purred again. I shifted my head as much as I could from her touch. Warning flares shot off in my head. Could this be worse than Mike or the embezzlers? Had I been snatched by someone else at random? Or was Mike the other person in the room?

Her hand stroked down my cheek, not stopping there. She caressed from my face to my neck and lower still. When she palmed my breast while straddling me, I didn’t even fight the nausea that boiled over in my gut. Her hand left my breast and roughly turned my head to the left at the gagging noise I began to make. Apparently she didn’t want me to choke on my vomit and die. That couldn’t be good. They wanted me to live for what?

Off in the distance, hidden in the shadows in the back of the room towards what appeared to be a bathroom, was another figure. It was too dark and my panic too much in hyper focus for me to tell if the shape was man or woman.

I didn’t have to wait long. A voice rang out. “Don’t.” That one word was all I needed. It was familiar.






  

THREE

 

I took command of the mobile unit that showed up. They parked their truck, which was equipped to rival any Crime Scene Unit, several yards away from the evidence. One of the team members stepped from the back to begin to videotape everything we did. Rulers were set on the ground to measure both the length and width positions of the tread before high quality photos were taken. 

Matt stood next to me watching my security team work. “What did you need me for?” he asked quizzically.

“I wasn’t sure how good these guys would be. I couldn’t take chances. I needed a point person to oversee and let us know what we should do.” 

He stared at me with cop eyes I couldn’t read. “Did you call the authorities?” he asked, watching my eyes as if to tell if I was lying.

“What for? It’s a well-known fact that the police don’t do anything about a missing person for 24 hours.”

He nodded. “What do you know?”

It wasn’t much. I told him about looking for Bailey. How we searched the grounds and asked around before ending up back here. I pointed to the disturbance in the wheat stalks. We walked over, leaving the lab guys to finish at the tire tread. Just as we approached the opening, Turner stepped through.

“You didn’t come get me,” he accused.

“Time was a factor. I assumed you’d appreciate that I was getting my guys on finding Bailey and not you.”

He caught the dig but didn’t flinch. “You’re Matt,” he said to the other man.

Matt reached out a hand. “Yeah, you are…”

“Turner. Bailey’s fiancé,” he announced, taking Matt’s hand in a firm but quick handshake.

Matt’s head snapped in my direction. I pinched the bridge of my nose. It wasn’t the time for a pissing contest. 

“I appreciate you coming out to help,” he said, his face looking hopeful.

“There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for Bailey,” Matt said.

This was getting ridiculous. If we didn’t find Bailey soon, none of this posturing would matter.

“Kalen said you had interest in Bailey.”

Matt sized up Turner, measuring his response. “I love Bailey.” Matt stopped and let Turner absorb that statement. “Like a sister though. I won’t lie and say I didn’t make a play for her when I finally took my head out of my ass. But Kalen here had already stolen her from me.”

Had Matt just taken my side? “Matt,” I said, ready to steer this conversation back on task. I pointed to where Turner had just stepped out of stalks as tall as those in the movie Children of the Corn. “This is where we believe he, or whoever it was, came through.”

The cop moved forward, back in investigation mode. Turner gave me a look I ignored. I understood his need to stake a claim. Hell, I might have done the same if I’d had a leg to stand on. Bailey, however, had made her choice. Instead, I followed Matt, ending up back behind Violet’s house.

“Whose place is this?” Matt looked between us.

“Violet’s house. Bailey’s sister. She shares it with her loose cannon of a husband,” I stated, beating Turner to the punch. 

“Loose cannon?” Matt asked.

I shared the story of the night before. Matt’s frown deepened when I gave him the details of the fire, Violet’s injuries and the scuffle that resulted in Mike’s capture.

“And you’re sure this guy had nothing to do with Bailey’s disappearance?”

Turner and I shared a glance. “We checked. He’s still locked up,” Turner offered.

It was easy to tell Matt wanted to see for himself and maybe interrogate our prisoner. “We’ll take you to him.”

I called the leader of the security team on the way and instructed him to let me know immediately when they had something. The guys appeared efficient. They gave me an update and suggested looking into video feeds of nearby cameras. Matt waved away my restating of their ideas. He didn’t want to know about such things. A cop through and through he was. However, it didn’t seem like he wasn’t going to stand in the way of helping us locate Bailey by any means necessary.

The building we approached was unassuming from the front. It looked like any other building in the town. Turner opened the door, which wasn’t locked. We stepped inside into what looked like a living room. There were plenty of places to sit and lounge. Having been here before I knew that beyond the next door lay a room with metal cages. Turner opened the door and stopped. Matt and I crowded in behind to see over his shoulder. All three cages were empty.






  

Chapter Four


 

When my retching subsided, my captor’s hand tightened around my neck. So much for thinking they didn’t want me dead.

“Play nice with the kitty or you won’t live through the day.”

I didn’t have time to analyze the other’s voice in the room for the unwelcome touch started to blur my vision. As suddenly as her hand tightened around my neck it loosened. Her other hand appeared holding a syringe. 

The disembodied voice said only a few words before I fell into darkness again. “Not too much.”

When I woke again all was quiet. Nervously I turned my head slightly to the left. All I could see was a faint glow on the ground. Someone was in the bathroom. Feeling like this might be my only chance I pulled on my bonds more forcefully than the first time. They were taut with very little give. Unable to move anything but my head I started to feel as though there was little hope of my escape.

Staring at the ceiling, my vision adjusted to the lowlight. I took that time to inventory myself. I was still wearing my dress. I could also feel my underclothing. My shoes, however, were gone, leaving my feet in socks, which combatted the faint chill in the air. The fact that I hadn’t been undressed gave me some solace.

I wondered what my next move, or rather no move, would be. My heart ached at the thought of not seeing Kalen, Turner, my parents, my siblings or Lizzie. Had all this happened because I had made a mistake last night? If I had turned Turner away, would I have been outside lost in my thoughts, making myself vulnerable to my captors?

None of that mattered. There was no turning back. I replayed the voice of my other captor in my head. I was pretty sure I knew who that person was. The realization scared me.

The door to the bathroom opened, spilling light into the darkened room. My vision was temporarily blurred as my irises adjusted to the sudden light.

Just as quickly, the female captor stepped into the room, switching the light back off. She stalked towards me and I had a moment to think she might be the greater threat of the two. I closed my eyes to no avail.

“Playing dead won’t save you now. You should’ve thought of that before you meddled in business not your own.”

The bed dipped as she sat next to me. I tried not to cringe but my heart raced, betraying my fear. I said nothing and my masked captor decided to continue with her monologue.

“When the Master gets back, Kitty will get to play with mouse. Pretty mouse.”

She stroked my face with her satin gloved hands. One-handed she squeezed my cheeks until my lips puckered. She dipped her head as if she planned to kiss me. The door opened. Captured I was unable to move my head to get a view of the person who entered. In fact, her face was so close to mine, I could see nothing but her pupils peeking through the tiny eyeholes.

“Pretty mouse is awake. Master must disguise himself.”

She didn’t let go of my face. I couldn’t see beyond her, could only hear movement. Master must have put something down. I heard the bathroom door close before she let go. When she stepped away headed in the same direction, I got a good look at what Master had set down. It was a tripod with a video camera attached. Trepidation crawled over my skin. Based on Kitty’s words and actions, I didn’t think they would be taping me for a ransom video. 


  

FIVE

 

Many things came together in a short period of time. After inspecting the cage and stepping out of the makeshift jail, we were intercepted by a member of the community. A young woman with a sling about her frantically spoke to Turner.

“Beth didn’t show up to morning chores. Father fears she’s missing just like Bailey.”

Turner glanced at me and then to Matt before he spoke to the young woman. “Mary, I think Beth may have let Mike out.”

“What? No, she wouldn’t do that.”

His look held sympathy. Gently he said what we all knew. “He couldn’t have gotten out on his own.”

He let that sink in and waited until she accepted the truth. It was easy to tell when that happened. She sort of crumpled in on herself. The sling began to wail. It took me a moment to realize that a baby was inside. She pulled the bundle out and cradled it to her breasts.

“It’s possible they may have taken your sister.” Turner watched for her reaction and so did I.

She whimpered. “No,” she declared emphatically. “That’s not true. He must have tricked Beth. Has to be.”

I waited for her to ask about her sister, but she didn’t. Turner didn’t seem to be surprised, or at least he didn’t show it. Mary stomped off in the direction she’d come without another word. Matt, Turner and I traded glances just before my satellite phone rang.

“Glenn.”

“We’ve got something,” the voice on the other line said.

“We’re on our way.” I ended the call. I didn’t have to say anything to the other guys about what was said. They caught my meaning and we headed off. There were too many questions and maybe now we had some answers. We made it back to the truck in record time.

“What have you got?” I said to the man who met us outside.

He waved us in. “We think we’ve got a location on the car.”

Matt looked impressed but didn’t say anything. Inside the truck, we strode past a row of monitors where a part of my new security team was hard at work on various tasks.

My efficient team leader, a balding man with a stern but likable face, began with bad news.

“The bad news is the tread matches tires made for many economy models.” Inwardly I groaned. This couldn’t be good if we were looking for a needle in a haystack. “The other bad news is in a small town like this, there aren’t many traffic cameras.”

Matt spoke up. “What about security cameras on convenience stores and banks?”

My team leader nodded. He looked thoughtful and not at all resentful that Matt’s suggestion made it sound like they didn’t know what they were doing. Good to know. This guy wasn’t a hot head or egomaniac. I’d have to find out just where he was in the organization chart and keep an eye on him for future promotions.

“Yes, we thought of that. And that’s the good news. About a mile and a half down the road there is a national bank. Although it’s a small branch, it has big city-like security. There are two cameras on the building, each pointing in opposite directions. We were able to get footage and a two-hour window of when we think the victim was taken.”

Matt sighed. “Should I even ask how you got access to that footage?”

My rising star shook his head and said, “There was not a lot of traffic early this morning. We were able to quickly analyze the license plates of the twenty or so vehicles that passed by that bank. Although there are a couple of crossroads between here and the bank, this is the main road that leads to the highway a few miles down.”

“You found something,” I said hopefully.

“Yes. One of the vehicles came back as a rental procured yesterday. Lucky for us, the rental companies have GPS tracking on their vehicles in case of theft.”

Turner jumped in, looking buoyant. “You found the vehicle.”

“Yes.”

With that one word, a plan was formed.






  

Chapter Six

 

All my worst nightmares were coming true. My other captor came out of the bathroom bare chested, wearing a similar black mask sans the cat ears. His pants appeared to be black leather, but that didn’t matter so much. It was his words that chilled me.

“For all you cost me, I will pay you back and reap the rewards.” He tapped the camera. “Do you know how many outlets will pay for fetish videos of bondage and pain? … Coupled with sex of course.”

“No,” I growled out. It didn’t matter that my words wouldn’t stop them. They had to be said.

“Great. I love the abject horror on your face. This plays into our storyline. Go ahead, scream, cry and call us names. Your fans will think you the greatest porn actress to ever live.”

His words sank into me. He was right. If he set it up like some B movie, or in this case porn, I would just look more convincing. There was no way, however, I could say nothing. My cries and pleas could be used as evidence against these two later. 

Somewhere deep inside me, the idea of being raped and unable to fight it in any way, broke me. Tears welled in my eyes like overflowing drains. I didn’t cry out with sound but let my tears speak my fear and frustration.

I yanked futilely at my binds, ignoring the pain in my limbs. Maybe, just maybe, if I tugged hard enough, one would come free and give me something to fight back with.

“You may play, Kitty,” the Master commanded. 

She landed on the bed much like a cat might, light on her feet. When she pushed the dress from my ankles to slide up my calves, I jerked at my bonds.

“Anyone watching this, I didn’t agree to this. This isn’t faked. I’m being held captive,” I blustered. The cat-like woman leaped up to straddle my chest. Her strike was hard and sure. I registered a moment of pain before the lights left my eyes.

When I came to, it didn’t take me long to remember where I was. My head throbbed. On instinct, I tried to reach up and touch my face only to be reminded that I was unable to. It was too late to stop my movement. I hadn’t wanted my captors to know I was awake in case I could get any more information. 

I turned my head but found no one. The camera was still perched at the corner of the bed. Had they left me to die? Not hearing any movement for a minute or two, I began in earnest to try and free myself. The rope was not the conventional kind. It was more like twine, white and plastic that didn’t tear. The only thing that tore was my skin. The more I pulled, the more it bit in my skin. But I didn’t give up.

By the time the hotel door opened, I’d used up all my energy on a losing battle. That had been a mistake. It felt like I had nothing left to give if I somehow found my way free.

“I need to pee,” I blurted before they’d made it all the way in the room.

Not masked, they wore oversized sunglasses and hats. The blonde was still a blonde. And the guy’s hair was totally covered by a hoodie with the brim of a baseball cap jutting out.

“Free her. And be careful. Instruct her in what to do with this.” He held out a bag to his companion. 

She set the bag down and I thought about my next move. I could kick or punch her with my freed limbs at a certain point after I was unbound. I just needed to play nice until a moment presented itself.

Those thoughts were squashed when the guy pulled a gun from his back and pointed it at me.

“No funny business or we end this now.”

I thought for a moment. Wouldn’t I rather be dead than raped and the video leaked to the public? But dead was dead. And until that time, there was a possibility that I could figure something out, or possibly that I could be found.

Kitty, as I started to think of her in my head, freed me. She took the bag and emptied the contents in my hand. “While you’re in there, take care of your face.”

My hand was full of makeup. It was such déjà vu. If I’d just listened to Kalen and gone with him when he asked, I wouldn’t be in this mess. I stared in the mirror at the shiner I had. Maybe I could have been honest with Turner despite the pain I might have caused him and taken a chance with Kalen. 

Shoulders slumped and head hung, I knew what was done was done. I took care of business first because I did have to pee. The bathroom looked run down but clean. The rusted out drain didn’t bode well for the tap, but my mouth was dry. I cupped water and drank deep, not having a clue how long I’d been tied up.

“Hurry up in there,” the cagey voice of Kitty rattled through the walls.

I went to work with the makeup. I did a half ass job. I hoped with the dim light they wouldn’t notice I left some of the bruising exposed. Again, the camera might pick it up and give a clear explanation of what went on here. Before I left the bathroom, I took one more gulp of water. My stomach rumbled, wanting food. I had no intentions of asking for any, knowing that was a lost cause.

Into the darkened room I stepped and was immediately accosted by the woman. She was fairly strong and taller than me. I could put up a fight, but the other tormentor was there with a gun aimed at my chest. I wasn’t sure I was fast enough to beat a speeding bullet. 

My indecision over life or death in the face of rape was enough to get me tied back down onto the bed. I would endure the shame and pain. I would put up a fight with words. And maybe get more time for them to make a mistake. 

With Kitty between my legs, she began to shove my dress up to my knees. I opened my mouth to begin another verbal assault. Frankly, I was surprised they hadn’t gagged me. But then the Master of this plan held out pointy scissors to Kitty, which she took.

“If she says the wrong thing again, impale her pretty parts with this.”

It didn’t take a genius to know what he was implying. I clamped my mouth shut. I’d missed my opportunity. Death by gunshot was far better than sadistic words from my captor. 

When Kitty began to cut my dress off me straight down the center, I let my tears spill in earnest. This was really going to happen, and I’d lost my opportunity to stop it.






  

SEVEN

 

My car, probably the only one of its kind for miles, stood out like an albatross in the parking lot across the street from the shit motel in Virginia we’d tracked Bailey to. Nerves shot, I hoped like hell she was here and this wasn’t a wild goose chase. 

Turner sat in my passenger seat and appeared just as frayed around the edges as I felt. We hadn’t spoken much during the three-hour drive. I was grateful I’d made the choice to drive my own car from New York to Pennsylvania giving me access to make the drive to Virginia. With the threat against her, I wanted to be able to get her out without being easily tracked. I didn’t think I could be stuck in the security company’s truck the way I was currently feeling.

Matt opted to ride with the team in case he could help further. He’d glanced between us when he announced his decision. It was like he wanted to create an intervention between us. I had nothing against Turner. Rationally, I knew he hadn’t known about Bailey and me. And I couldn’t blame him for wanting her. 

“Do you think she’s in there?” Turner asked after clearing his throat.

I shifted in my seat to look at him while he stared ahead. “A part of me hopes not. The things the bastard could do to her in a hotel room…” I trailed off not wanting to think about it.

“Motel, you mean.”

I waved off his correction and got out of the car. It was a stupid comment. But he was as scared shitless as I was at what could be happening to her.

I reconnoitered at the back of the truck, sure Turner would follow. When I heard the car door close, I lifted up my key fob and hit the lock button. The area we were in held several boarded up one-story buildings, a liquor store closed for the night and this ramshackle motel. I could afford another car if mine got stolen, but I didn’t have the time to bother with those details.

We entered the back of the truck with people continuing to work at computer stations. Matt was huddled with my top security guy around a girl with head phones on. She gave a thumbs up and then James, my team lead, looked up. “We have confirmation. She’s in there.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be happy or sad considering the look on the woman’s face as she continued to listen in to whatever was going on in there.

“Time to move,” James said.

Turner shifted around and asked, “How can they hear what’s going on inside there?”

Once we stepped outside, I pointed to what looked like a satellite dish on the roof of the truck. “Top-of-the-line equipment,” I said by way of explanation. 

Then I took off across the street, not bothering to wait for anyone to follow. When I got closer to the lone car in the lot, I heard screams. Not sure of my next move, I looked back to see five guys flagging me down. That’s when I heard her pleas. I couldn’t wait for whatever plan they had. I followed the noise to a door marked eight.

With proper positioning and force of will, my well-placed kick at the sweet spot of the door made the wood around the lock splinter. It wasn’t my first time kicking a door down to get at someone I cared about inside. I ignored the memory that wanted to swallow me.

Directly in front of me was a guy not wearing a shirt who held a camera positioned towards the bed. In my periphery, Bailey appeared tied down. My concern for her speared my rage at that man who dared to steal something more precious than money from me.

I couldn’t see the man’s face for the fetish-type mask that covered it. What I did see was red. And through that haze in my vision, I could tell the man was stunned by his posture. He stood there as I made my quick approach to him. 

He still hadn’t moved by the time I grabbed the back of his neck and made him eat that camera. Maybe I was moving faster than the slow motion of the events in my vision suggested. I heard teeth breaking as I tried to shove the video device down his throat. I let go of his neck and let his head clatter to the ground. I turned to go help Bailey, which probably should have been my first move. The team, however, had made it through in those few precious seconds. Matt had the other person flat on their stomach, hands bound in zip ties in between the bed and the wall leading to what I assumed was the bathroom. 

One of my team slowly walked over to me towards the guy on the ground. He met my eye, probably nervous I would take my fury out on him if he took over to secure the prisoner. I got up and looked away. Another team member was cutting Bailey’s bonds. Turner sat next to her, caressing her face. His lips moved, but I heard nothing but the rush of adrenaline in my blood. She didn’t need me. 

Out into the night, a swell of emotions in my chest threatened to show. As soon as I took in a deep breath of the cool air, I was able to tamp them down. With nothing left to do, I headed back across the street towards the truck and my car. It was late enough that not many cars had passed by.

Inside the truck, I let my remaining team give me a report. One of the key things I was told was that they’d checked to make sure there weren’t any nearby security cameras that would have caught our rescue mission. 

When Matt came into the truck nearly an hour later, I understood the importance of that statement.

“This goes against everything I stand for,” Matt began. I didn’t like his tone and how he started this conversation. I wasn’t sure what he was going to say. “But if we call the cops and they investigate how we found Bailey, it could be used against us. All the evidence we’ve found could be dismissed. Those two could get off on a technicality.”

“No…” I barked.

Matt held up a hand. “I know. It’s bullshit. That’s why I’m going to stay out of this and let your team handle it.”

“What is the plan?” Even though Matt wanted to keep his hands as clean as possible, I was sure they ran it by him before it was approved. They hadn’t called me about it. I’d talk to James once this was over.

“They’ve tranquilized the two with whatever stuff they used on Bailey.” My fist balled. “From what Bailey said they let her up to use the restroom. Her story of events will change from there. She will claim there was a struggle where she and the camera guy went down. She landed on the camera, which happened to be perfectly positioned at his mouth.” He quirked a grin at me before his serious cop face came back. He continued to tell me what Bailey would tell the cops. The part I didn’t like was that we had to leave her there with those two and move away in order to make it look like she saved herself, tranquilizing her captors before contacting the police.

“Is she okay with this? Is she okay?” I asked in a rush.

Tongue in cheek, Matt shrugged. “As well as can be expected. She’s shaking, and Turner has kept her calm.” 

My fist ached and wanted to hit something. In order to hide the emotions that were on my face, I turned my attention to one of the monitors that showed real time what was happening inside. Comforting her should have been my job. I felt helpless hiding there in the truck. She didn’t need me, I told myself.

Matt put a hand on my shoulder before patting me like a child. He walked away and I didn’t curse him for the gesture. He understood. And he didn’t gloat that I’d lost her to Turner like he had to me a couple of months back. That only made me like the guy more. Fuck, I’d hated him for kissing Bailey; now I respected him. 

The upside was morning would be here soon and it would be all over. I’d forgotten to ask Matt if they made the identity of the culprits. Before I could, the team and Turner came back. “It’s a go.”

Not wanting Bailey to be alone with the pair any longer than necessary, I held off. We had to move the truck and my car before the cops showed up. Response time would be short and we didn’t want to pass them on their way in. So I shuffled out with Turner at my heels. I’d hoped the guy would remain in the truck. It was good I guess. I had questions for him.






  

Chapter Eight


 

When the door opened, a big blur of a man connected with my captor. I sucked in a breath even though I wasn’t out of danger. Kitty, despite the mask that covered her face, looked murderous. She turned and began to move quickly from the bed with scissors upraised.

They’d decided to gag me to stanch any further comment from me during their video. I tried to warn Kalen, but my words were gargled and muffled. Tears leaked from my eyes. I felt helpless.

I had no time to process how Kalen had found me before my room was flooded with bodies. I swore I saw Matt with his hands around Kitty’s neck. But then it was Turner’s kind face that filled my vision. My hand reached to push back the lock of brown hair that flopped into his face. I only saw for a second before my vision blurred again with tears. This time happy ones.

His thumbs wiped them away before working my gag free. At the same time, I felt my binds loosen at my legs. I drew them to my side, trying to form a ball. Turner murmured words I didn’t understand before he turned to release my arm. 

I took the opportunity to look in the direction where I thought I saw Kalen. He stood there like a valiant knight, all beautiful and dangerous, as someone spoke to him. For the briefest of seconds, I thought his eyes found mine. Then Turner was back, blocking my view. When my arms were free I completed that ball. I gave into the grief, pain, relief and shame, and sobbed. 

Turner was at my back, stroking my hair, trying to give me comfort. Little did he know, his touch made me cry harder. When I finally opened my eyes, I looked to see the room still crowded. But when I glanced around, Kalen was gone. A pair of jean-clad legs stepped in my vision. With quick breaths, I looked up to find Matt staring down at me. 

My eyes closed on his pity. Matt was a cop, trained to interrogate. He no doubt caught me looking for Kalen. I sobbed again. The bed dipped and I was sandwiched between two guys who cared about me. But they weren’t the comfort I wanted. 

Matt brushed away strands of damp hair that were pressed to my face. “I know this is hard, but I need you to tell me everything.”

This wasn’t something I relished. I just wanted to get far away. But I’d seen enough cop shows to know it wasn’t that easy. I would likely be repeating this tale numerous times before I could go home. And where was home?

“I don’t remember much in the beginning. He, I think, came from behind with something sweet smelling in his hand and covered my mouth with it. After that, I woke up here.”

Matt interrupted me. “When you woke up, how did you feel?”

“A little sick and confused,” I admitted.

Matt nodded. “Go on.”

I proceeded to tell him everything as I remembered it, including my trip to the bathroom. I looked away when I mentioned how complacent I’d been allowing myself to be bound again without trying anything to free myself. Matt’s face held no judgment.

Once I finished, Matt rubbed his knuckles across my cheek after he seemed to release a breath. “I’m glad you are okay.” He stared in my eyes a long time. “I have to go talk to some other people. Turner will stay with you.” He nodded at Turner who was still at my back. 

Rolling over, I buried my face in Turner’s chest and let him hold me while I let loose a second round of tears.

My nightmare seemed to crawl on while we waited. I wasn’t allowed to leave. A guy I didn’t know came over and began to explain how I needed to modify my story if I wanted my captors to remain behind bars. I couldn’t tell the truth. I had to take the glory for my own rescue. When it was explained that they’d used some questionable methods to obtain the intel in order to find me, I understood all too well. Stories of rapist and murderers getting off on technicalities weren’t an infrequent occurrence. 

Although I could argue that two wrongs didn’t make a right, my anger was so close to the surface that I agreed. The story was that after I went to the bathroom and came back, I faked tripping. Stumbling into the guy, he came down and I landed with the camera between us. The girl got tangled up, and I reached for the injections of the knock-out stuff they’d given me. I got a lucky shot into the girl’s neck and another dose to the guy. Then I called the police.

The worst part was they had to leave me alone with those two for me to call the police. They swore, they’d given the pair enough to keep them knocked out. But they armed me with the guy’s gun as protection. It was reasonable that I would have grabbed it after I saved myself. I left it on the night stand by the phone as I waited for the sirens. 

It wasn’t long. It was satisfying to watch the pair taken out of the room handcuffed to stretchers. They were still out cold as I tested my new story for the first time. The security guy said that the camera had enough evidence to prove I was, in fact, a victim. I wondered if they’d left the footage of Kalen storming in like a Highland warrior. 

Kalen, I hadn’t seen him since that first glance. He’d rescued me, but apparently he didn’t want anything to do with me. He’d done his duty, I guessed, because he would see saving me as his obligation.

Although I’d been drugged and slept for a number of hours, I was still tired. After a grueling amount of time going over my story again and again, finally the police let EMTs look at the burn marks around my wrist and ankles where I’d tried to free myself. My dress was done for with the split up the middle. Thankfully, Kitty hadn’t cut all the way through before the cavalry showed up.

This, however, wouldn’t be it. I’d been warned by the security team that I’d be taken to the police station. I shouldn’t be a suspect. According to my own story, I’d been kidnapped out of state without identification and means to obtain my own transportation. Thus for my own safety and protection, I would be taken in by local, state police or FBI. Once there, I needed to ask to call my lawyer if they dumbly tried to charge me. If they didn’t, I was still supposed to call the lawyer who would arrange a hotel for me. The police wouldn’t want me to leave town.

The sky was bright blue when I finally left the local police station. FBI had been called in because it was a multistate crime. However, the evidence had been in my favor. I felt like I sleepwalked to my hotel room. The lawyer who showed up passed me a hotel room key once he pulled out front. It had to be a strong desire for a shower and sleep that had me remember the room number he’d given me.

If the place had looked anything like the rat trap I’d come from, I might have not gone in. But this was upscale. I was certain I had Matt or Kalen, probably Kalen, to thank for it. It shouldn’t have surprised me in the least when I let myself in the room that Kalen stood there with his back to me.






  

NINE

 

Breaking the silence, I asked, “How is she?”

Focused on the road, I got a shot of his stony face from my periphery. For a second, I thought he wasn’t going to speak. “She’s tough.”

I stopped myself from saying, I know. “Did they –”

“No,” he said, stopping me short of asking a question I didn’t really want to ask. Still, his answer was a relief.

The lift of that heavy burden had me close my eyes for a brief moment. The next question I might have known the answer to if I’d stayed around long enough.

“Did she know who they were?”

“Yeah,” he answered. “It was some guy who was her acting supervisor on the audit.”

A slew of curses left my lips. Turner continued undeterred. “She didn’t know the woman.”

The truck ahead of us pulled into a deserted lot. I parked behind them, not bothering to wait for Turner to get out before I was shutting my own door and heading for the back of the truck.

The door opened and Matt stepped out. “I know you have questions,” he said in greeting.

He paused and I heard the hurried footsteps behind me.

Once Turner and I were shoulder to shoulder, Matt began. “I’m sure Turner told you that Bailey wasn’t touched.” He paused with a pensive look while rubbing at his chin. “That’s not exactly true.” My spine stiffened. “The woman touched her but only her breast. Thankfully, we made it in time.” He turned a meaningful glance my way, admonishing me for my rash decision to charge in alone. “According to Bailey, the guy worked for her accounting firm. The girl, however, she didn’t know. With the simultaneous use of multiple computers, the picture your team got of the woman doesn’t match any of your employees with a picture currently on file.”

“Wait, why would you have pictures of your employees?” Turner asked. There were tense lines from the furrows in his brows as he spoke.

“We have multiple locations around the globe. Human Resources takes pictures of new employees for security and a way for employees not working in the same location to put a face to someone they are talking to.”

That was as far as I was going to go into an explanation. This wasn’t as important as the million other questions that started to work their way into my mind. “If she wasn’t an employee—”

Matt finished my thought. “Then there is still someone else out there who would be involved.”

“Why would you say that?” Turner’s question almost made him sound like he wasn’t the sharpest of lads. However, he hadn’t yet worked in the business world.

“Someone who works for me would have approved the bogus invoices and created the wires sending my money out to a numbered account that doesn’t belong to me.”

Turner shoved a hand through his hair. 

Matt, however, wasn’t finished. “That’s not our only other problem.”

~~~

I stood staring out into the growing sunlight waiting for Bailey. My team had alerted me she’d been released and the lawyer had dropped her off downstairs. I probably shouldn’t be here. Yet, I couldn’t stop myself from going to her room and using the key I had.

When the lock clicked, I also couldn’t make myself turn around. There were so many things I wanted to say and do. I was still at a loss about having my own selfish questions answered or focusing on more important matters.

At the faint click of the door closing, I stiffly said, “Are you really okay?”

Her whispered yes barely carried to my ears. Still I didn’t turn around.

“Kalen.” Her voice carried with volume this time. There was pain in the way she said my name. The kind that made me face her.

“Now isn’t the time for that.” The sight of her was still breathtaking. Tendrils of hair hung loose around her face. My foot almost moved in her direction. Touching her would be a mistake, one that we couldn’t indulge. Her dress looked intact. However, based on the report I received, I knew that the girl had cut it from the hem nearly to her middle. Anger flared in me, making my words come out in a growl. “You have some decisions to make.”

Her body froze and I knew she had misinterpreted my anger to be directed at her. I continued. “Once the media gets wind of this, they will swarm this place like minion ants. You don’t need to be near here when that happens. Your lawyer is on his way back to take a deposition.”

Eyes like pools of white grew right in front of me. The instinct to protect kicked in. I wanted to hold her in my arms and tell her everything would be fine. That, however, wasn’t my job anymore.

“The other problem is that you didn’t know the woman,” I stated.

She shook her head. Her lips were sealed in a slight line of despair. And I wasn’t finished. I was going to shake her world even further. “She doesn’t appear to be an employee of mine.”

I waited for that to sink in. And then I saw it. She began to crumble with the impact of my words. I moved to catch her in midair before she hit the floor.

With her cheek pressed to my chest, she said the words. “This isn’t over. There could be someone else out there looking for me.”

Turner walked in, having a key. For a second longer I held on. This wasn’t my room. It was theirs. Locking eyes with him, I released Bailey into his care. 

“I have an offer.”

A knock came at the door, interrupting the rest of my statement. Apparently three wasn’t a party, we needed four. Matt walked in after Turner opened the door.

“Have you told them?” he asked.

Irritated, I held my tongue until I could calm it. “Matt and I think you should go somewhere no one would ever look for you. A place where the media can’t find you.” I glanced between Turner and Bailey. “I’m offering for you to come to Scotland with me.”

Turner huffed. “Of course you are.”

Instead of giving voice to my annoyance, I faced Bailey. “It’s the same offer from the other night. Turner is welcome to join us.”

She glanced at him before giving me the full weight of guilt in her eyes. Gratefully, Matt jumped in. “There are advantages to leaving the country. Most likely this won’t make global news.”

“Will they let me go?” she asked meekly, and I hated the weakness I heard in her voice. It wasn’t her being weak that bothered me. It was that this shit had happened and had taken a part of her she might not ever get back.

“Your lawyer is a former prosecutor. He thinks that he can take a video deposition that will hold up in court during the grand jury phase if you are out of town. Remember, you aren’t on trial. They think they have enough evidence even without your testimony,” Matt said convincingly.

He spoke of the video they had of her tied up as the damning evidence. I watched Bailey shrink before me. She withered as if a year were a second. I wanted to hold her, to reassure her. Turner was busy glaring at me. And I wanted to tell him he’s an arse for his jealousy at a time like this.

“Can I think about this?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said and crossed the room to the door. I had to get out before I said or did anything that betrayed my true feelings. I was dying inside that the girl I loved had chosen another. I didn’t look back because I couldn’t. If I saw any amount of pleading in her eyes, I might have tossed her over my shoulder to take what was mine. It’s too late for that. She’d let Turner have her and I didn’t think I could ever forgive her for that.






  

Chapter Ten

 

The staccato beats of my heart were no rival for the turbulence of my emotions as I watched Kalen walk out the door, barely looking at me. Matt followed him. When I found Turner’s brown eyes, my heart wasn’t put at ease as it had been in the past.

I licked my suddenly dry lips before biting the lower one, unable to come up with words. Thank goodness he easily read me and enfolded me in his embrace. In his warmth, I let out the torrent of emotions I hadn’t been able to free with all the people that had surrounded me since I’d been freed.

It took a long time for me to surface from the fear that had drowned me. 

After accepting his gentle strokes of my hair and murmured words filled with love, I finally stepped out of the circle of his arms. “I’m sorry I got your shirt wet.” I sniffled and turned to find the bathroom to blow my nose.

“Bailey,” he called out to me, but I kept walking. 

The sounds I made blowing into the tissue were certainly not pretty. However, I caught Turner standing with his forearm against the molding on the door, waiting for me.

A noiseless crumple of tissue dropped in the trash did nothing to break the silence as he waited for me to say something. What could I say? There was so much, yet not enough that could explain the chaos in my heart.

“I’m here whenever you’re ready.”

I nodded and waited until he stepped back, giving me space to move into the main room. I dropped to sit on the bed, unable to stand with the weight of everything on my shoulders. Would he be angry if I told him I wanted to go with Kalen? Could I stand to be on a plane with Kalen, knowing he hated me?

Slumped, I sat with my hands folded in my lap and studied the pattern of the carpet.

“Should I go?” he asked quietly. He wasn’t referring to Kalen’s offer. 

My head drifted up to meet his weary eyes. In them, I saw the pain I was inflicting on him by shutting him out. I shook my head.

A quiet smile barely curved his lips. He sat next to me, only to wrap an arm around my shoulder and lean us both back on the bed. I curled into a ball and he curved around me.

It wasn’t until the light that streamed through the picture window began to dim that I stirred. Turner wasn’t there, but I heard the shower running. I shifted my legs over the side of the bed and raked a hand through my loose, tangled hair before I stood.

The sight in the mirror was far from pretty. My eyes were still puffy and bloodshot. Locks of hair jutted this way and that in a sleep mass. I pulled the band from around my wrist and twisted my hair to tie it back from my face. When the shower stopped, I turned towards the door and caught sight of an envelope that had been shoved underneath from the hall.

Slowly, I picked it up. The hard square I felt piqued my curiosity to open it. Inside was a black credit card and a note. 
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 “What’s that?”

Startled, I brought the letter to my chest and gasped. Turner stood with nothing but a white towel slung about his hips. It was hard not to remember what lay beneath. I pivoted in the opposite direction, feeling the burn in my cheeks.

“A note from Kalen,” I replied.

There was silence before I heard Turner move into the room.

“What does he want?”

The jealousy in his tone was like a knife. 

“He and Matt think I shouldn’t use my credit cards to buy anything. He’s given me access to a credit card to buy clothes next door at the mall.”

The bed creaked as he sat. I moved to face him and leaned against the desk with my hands folded behind me. 

He actually glanced away from me. “I hate this,” he grumbled. “I don’t have a credit card. Never needed one.”

“I know,” I said patiently.

“I don’t have a plane, or the money he has to offer you,” he continued.

“And you think that’s what I want?”

There was desperation in his eyes as if he already read my thoughts. And maybe he had. 

“I don’t know what you want,” he confessed.

My mouth opened and then closed. I wanted to deny and rail at him for not accepting the gift I’d given him by sleeping with him the other night. But he was right. I was still conflicted. I’d wondered, not for the first time, if I’d had sex with Turner out of guilt.

Deflecting, I said, “I want to get away from here. I don’t want to become a media sensation.”

“So go with him,” he said. His face was impassive. 

“Turner,” I began.

He held up a hand. “You should go. I can’t go.”

“What?”

“I don’t have my passport on me.”

I thought about my passport in my purse. When I left New York to go home, I’d had no idea how long I would stay or what I was going to do. I’d brought my passport just in case. My purse along with the small bag I packed had been waiting for me in this room. 

“You could get it and take a different flight.”

“I could,” he answered, sounding doubtful.

“I need you to come be with me.”

Finally, his gaze met mine. “Really?”

“Really,” I said. I did need him. If nothing else, he was my best friend. I needed him to get through this.

“Okay,” he said, sounding happier. “I could drive back and get my stuff.”

“And Violet. Could you get Violet to New York and take a plane from there?”

He nodded and we began to make plans. After confirming with Kalen through Matt, I ended up begrudgingly taking Kalen’s card to the mall next door and doing my best to buy things on a budget. I had every intentions of paying him back. The problem was that the mall next door was a Galleria filled with high-end stores. Thank goodness there was a Macy’s. Even though this Macy’s carried higher-end things, they still had some moderately priced items. Frustrating Turner, who had accompanied me, by searching sales racks, I was able to get enough things to make it through a week and a half before I would need to do laundry. Maybe by then, I’d be able to come back and use my own things.

Not long after, the lawyer had stopped by with a video camera and a witness. I spent a little over an hour going through questions I hadn’t wanted to answer. It was done and I was cleared to leave, at least for a while.

I was packing my things in my new clearance-priced suitcase when Matt showed up.

“Bailey, you be safe, okay?” Matt breathed after giving me a hug.

“You too.” I gave him a warm smile. I missed him and our time was so short. 

“I plan to.” His face held a gleam that made me wonder what he was up to. “Kalen’s letting me drive his sweet ride back to New York after stopping to pick up Turner’s stuff and Violet.” 

If I could have, I would have showed my enthusiasm for him staying around to help my sister out of her situation. It was just all too much to think that she was also in danger from her husband. “Tell Lizzy I’ll pay her back for whatever Violet needs to buy for clothing and stuff.”

“Oh no you don’t,” Matt said shaking his head. “I have a trust fund the size of Texas and no girlfriend to spend it on. I’ll take care of your sister.”

I glanced at Turner who averted his eyes. I knew this was yet another blow to him for not being able to take care of me and Violet like he thought he should be able to.

“Thanks Matt, but I am going to pay you back anyway.”

He surprised me by smacking his lips to mine. It was quick, but I felt the blush creep on my face. Turning to face the other guy in the room, he said, “Sorry, Turner, she’s like a sister. And I have a feeling that’s the last time I’ll be able to do that.” And he ducked out the room with a grin on his face.

Surprising me, Turner said, “He’s a nice guy.”

“He is,” I agreed.

“It sounds like you found good friends after leaving… us.” I heard the hesitation before the word us and knew he wanted to say me.

“I was lucky to find Lizzy and Matt. But I’m luckier still to have you.”

He closed the distance and gave me a sweep-me-off-my feet kiss. I melted against him. It didn’t matter that my feelings were confused. I was still very much attracted to him, and I loved him. It was hard not to.

“I’ll see you in Scotland,” he promised.

Those were his parting words as the door drifted shut and I was left to finish packing for a trip on a plane alone with Kalen.






  

ELEVEN

 

I shifted in my seat of the town car, trying to adjust my hard-on. My dick had a mind of its own and didn’t care that the woman next to me had betrayed me in every way.

Changing my focus, I mentally went through the checklist of things I’d done and still needed to do. Getting my plane to Virginia from New York hadn’t been a big deal. I’d made trips to the area before and had an arrangement with a private airport in the area already. The plane was fueled and would only need to be topped off before our overseas flight.

I’d selected the meal for the flight and felt comfortable that Bailey would like my choices. After a few more e-mails to my assistant to adjust meetings and set up video or teleconferences, my dick had finally settled down. It wasn’t like she was in a skirt and I could see her long legs. Instead, she’d taunted me by wearing jeans that fit her like second skin. She’d known my rule about such things, but I guess that was the point. My rules no longer mattered.

We said nothing to each other. She barely glanced my way, nor I at her. It was a bit foolish, but for now it was for the best. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be able to keep my temper from flaring and she didn’t need that. She had been through a rough ordeal already. It wasn’t the time to talk about how she’d crushed my heart.

When the car came to a stop, the driver helped her out and I got out the other side. I needed air and space between us. We would be on a flight for about eight hours with little distance to put between us. 

As it was a private airport, the driver pulled us very close to the stairs we needed to climb to enter the plane. I strode towards it not, waiting for Bailey. The flight attendant was waiting for me. 

“Mr. Glenn, it’s good to see you.” Her red painted lips said a lot more. And I considered it for a second. I gave her the once over and her navy skirt and pale blue shirt gave me an excellent view of what she had to offer. There was a bedroom in the back of the plane…

My trance was broken when I saw the blue eyes of the stewardess in front of me turn her attention to my other passenger. I didn’t wait. I walked up the stairs, knowing the driver was bringing our bags and the stewardess would handle Bailey.

After a quick chat with my pilot, I went to the back. Bailey had chosen a seat. My seat. It was the seat I normally sat in when flying. I gritted my teeth and seriously considered asking her to move. She wasn’t my girl. 

I bit back the words and I turned to sit in the opposite seat across the aisle. It was just a seat for Christ sake. No big deal, plus, I didn’t really want to make conversation with her anyway.

“Kalen,” she said. Her voice was soft and pained. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath before I faced her. “If you don’t want me here, I can fly commercial somewhere else alone.”

Guilt was like a sledgehammer. I was being an arse. “I asked you to come, remember.”

“You haven’t said one word to me. I feel like I’m a burden.”

“What do you want me to say?” I asked humorlessly. 

She shifted. Was it guilt that had her face the seat in front of her? The flight attendant broke up any opportunity for Bailey to answer my question. 

Her glossy lips asked for my before-the-flight drink order. “A double scotch please,” I replied, tossing her a flirty grin. I gave her my undivided attention as she straightened after giving me a dose of her cleavage. I seriously considered what those red lips framed by blonde hair would look like wrapped around my cock. I decided that maybe that was what I needed to distance myself more from the red haired beauty next to me that continued to stalk my dreams.

However, it was Bailey’s soft words as she asked her where the restroom was and her sweet arse as she got up out of her seat, that finally made my dick jump in my pants. It had to be karma that laughed in my face. I leaned my seat back as the door finally closed. I thought about the pilot beginning the final flight check to reverse my growing erection.

“Here you are, Mr. Glenn. Do you think your girlfriend would like a neck pillow before we prepare for takeoff?”

The woman was smooth. I knew what she was really asking. So I gave her the answer she wanted. Plus, it was the absolute truth. “She’s not my girlfriend. You’ll have to ask her.”

A huge smile that showed all her pearly white teeth played across her mouth. I had to wonder if her mouth would open wide enough so that her teeth wouldn’t graze my dick. “Well, then,” she said. Her voice took on a sultry cadence. “Is there anything else I can offer you then?”

I found myself truly grinning for the first time in hours. Or was it days? I was just about to answer when Bailey sat in her seat and made a chuffing sound as she did so.

The flight attendant glanced at her, but Bailey ignored the both of us. I scowled. Why should her disapproval bother me? “Maybe later,” I answered. 

After the woman departed, Bailey spoke. I turned to watch her, but she never looked at me when she said the words, “Don’t let me stop you.”

“You don’t have to worry, sweetheart. I know I don’t need your permission to do anything. You made that all too clear.” I swallowed my drink in one gulp. I set the glass down and closed my eyes. There was just nothing else to say.

Sleep had been non-existent for what felt like days. And it eluded me until after dinner was served. I’d closed my eyes only to wake later to sniffles. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the low light of the cabin. It had been set for optimal sleeping. When I was able to see, I turned. Bailey had a hand covering her mouth with tears streaming down her cheek. I fisted my hands at my sides, wanting to go to her but knowing I couldn’t. There was no way for me to touch her and keep it at some insane friend level. I had no desire to be her friend. I fortified my heart and continued to be a dick. I pretended not to notice her need for comfort.

The next time I opened my eyes was when we touched down. It had been many months since I’d been home. This part of the trip, I was looking forward to. After taxiing to our resting spot, I tossed the blanket and pillow I used in the chair next to mine. 

My red lipped stewardess came by. “I have a short layover if you aren’t busy.”

Bailey huffed and stormed out of her seat to head for the open door. The stewardess frowned. “Are you sure that’s not your girlfriend?”

“It’s not.”

“Your wife?” she asked, looking miffed, like I had allowed her to be fooled earlier.

“No.”

She perked up. “Later then?”

“I wish I could. But I can’t. I have to get her settled, and I think the flight is headed back to New York to pick up someone else.”

She sighed. “Yes, and I’m not assigned to that one.”

“That’s too bad. Next time,” I said and headed out of the door.

As much as I’d been tempted, she would be on rotation for future flights whenever I took them. I didn’t need the complication if she wanted more than I had to give.

Bailey stood looking lost at the bottom of the stairs. I didn’t have a driver waiting here. I walked past her and into the small station to pick up my car keys. Once I came out, our bags were placed at the trunk of the car waiting just outside.

Wrapped in a metal box that was my vehicle with nothing but silence, we again found ourselves alone. Neither of us was willing to fill the gaps. By the time I pulled into the drive in front of the house, I was aching with the need to say something to someone.

The door to the house swung open before I could make it to the trunk to get our bags. And just when I got the thing open, a brunette jumped into my arms and planted a kiss firmly on my lips. “Kalen, I missed you.”






  

Chapter Twelve

 

The scenery had been of rolling green hills and views worthy of a canvass. When we pulled up to a moderate sized cottage, I found myself in love with how homey it looked. It was certainly fancier than the house that I grew up in. But it wasn’t ostentatious. I was shocked we hadn’t ended up at a hotel. 

This had to be Kalen’s home. It stood to reason he had a place here. A part of me might have been excited to see a space he lived in as I’d yet to see his New York apartment. However, the circumstances weren’t what they’d been.

I’d done my best to ignore Kalen as he had me. It hadn’t helped being surrounded by the buttery soft leather seats, glossy wooden panels and the matching shiny flight attendant who had all but thrown herself at him. And he’d done nothing to stop her advances. At one point, I thought I might have to change seats for fear she might have given him a lap dance.

The door to his house opened. I caught a quick glance at a young woman who looked around my age before she darted out of the house. Following the blur of her form, her brown hair flowed behind her as it caught in the wind while she made a beeline for Kalen. Through the rearview mirror, I saw her launch herself into his arms. At first, I thought sister. Had he mentioned a sister before?

Then her legs wrapped around his waist and her lips were on his in a not-so-sisterly kiss. Great, he has a girlfriend back home. She apparently lives with him. Why the hell had he invited me here? Was it to give me a dose of my own medicine? And how long had he had this girl? This didn’t look like a new relationship. Had he been with her when he was telling me he loved me?

Steam was gathering between my ears as a righteous indignation grew inside me. I stayed in the car, thinking over my options. I’d laid his credit card on his tray next to his dinner on the plane. He hadn’t said anything to me. He just took it and put it in his wallet. It might be worth it to just use my own card. I really couldn’t be that important to anyone. My testimony wasn’t that important to this case. I pulled my phone out of my bag and stared at it dismayed. No service. I had no choice but to enter this house, if nothing else but to call a cab.

When I looked up, there was another woman in the doorway. This one showed timeless beauty in a regal way. She looked at Kalen with what could only be taken as motherly love. I took in her face as I sat. He shared some of her features, like the curve of her mouth, the structure of her cheekbone and her green eyes. Although her hair was a mix of grey, he’d gotten his dark hair from her.

Then she turned her gaze to me. Instantly, I felt welcome. She waved me out of the car, and it would have been rude to refuse her. Just because her son was an ass, didn’t mean she was one too. I opened the door and she met me halfway.

“So you’re Bailey. I’ve heard so much about you.” She took me in her arms and squeezed before leaning back while still holding my shoulders to look at me. “You are as beautiful as he said.”

I could only hold a smile to my face, unable to come up with a response. He’d talked about me to his mother.

“Speak lass, my son brings home a girl for the first time and I’m aching to hear your lovely voice.”

The only think I could think to say was, “What about her?”

“Keely,” she said glancing in the direction where muted conversation was going on.

I nodded.

“Oh, Keely has been in love with Kalen since she was a little girl. But he’s only ever seen her like a sister,” she said while steering me into the house. 

We stepped inside with a staircase to greet us. To the right was a small kitchen with an L shaped counter and the basic appliances that didn’t look too fancy. To the left was a living room of sorts that held delicate looking furniture that appeared as though it would succumb under Kalen’s weight, and he wasn’t an overly large man, at least not in girth. This made me wonder if this was in fact his house. Before I could think about it any longer, his mother steered me into the kitchen. 

“Tea?” she asked.

My stomach was in knots, but I couldn’t refuse. 

“Sure.”

She busied herself getting water in a kettle while she spoke. “My son has never talked to me about a girl before even though I know he’s had plenty. When he called to tell me about you, I was so excited. I’m getting pretty old and wondered if I’d ever have grandchildren.”

At that moment, I was grateful I hadn’t had a drink. I would have choked.

She turned to look at me. “And here you are. My son’s girlfriend.”

“We’re not together,” a voice said behind me.

I turned to see Kalen with his arm slung around Keely. She was gorgeous. Big blue eyes set in a heart shaped face. She was on the short side, but her curves made up for lack of leg.

“We’re headed to the pond. You wouldn’t mind showing Bailey the guest room, would you?”

When I faced his mother again, she clutched at something around her neck. Her face held a perplexed look as she nodded. I heard the door close again. When her eyes met mine, I felt embarrassed. Here she’d gone on about something I wasn’t. And for a second there, I’d soaked it in, forgetting our current circumstances.

“Oh,” she said shifting uncomfortably. The whistle of the kettle blew, giving us both a moment to compose ourselves. “I’m sorry. I just assumed you were the Bailey he spoke of.”

I didn’t want her to feel bad, so I interjected. “I might have been, but things have changed.”

“Oh,” she said again, pouring hot water into tea cups. “I’m sure you’ll work it out.”

“It’s doubtful,” I said honestly. “Anyway, this is a lovely home.” I wanted to change the subject desperately. And I was curious whose house this was.

“Yes, I love it. Kalen had it built for me.” That answered one question.

We talked over tea about how Kalen wanted to build her a huge house and compromised. She explained that it was just her and she had no need of a mansion. It would only serve to remind her that he no longer lived at home. She was good-natured and I could tell she loved her son more than anything. 

Eventually, she showed me around the house. There was a family room, dining room and bedroom that finished up the first floor. On the second floor, there were four other bedrooms and a bath. Although one of the bedrooms did have an en suite. She gave me the room across the hall from the bath that had sweeping views of the back of the house. 

The room was furnished sparsely with a full bed covered in what looked like a handmade quilt anchored by a wrought iron headboard. There was a round table that sat next to it that held a lamp. A small dresser sat against the wall across from the door. It wasn’t much, but it felt cozy. 

It was late and there wasn’t another house that I’d seen for at least a mile. So all the sounds outside were of the birds and other insects preparing for the night.

When I opened the window to let in some fresh air, I heard laughter on the breeze. My gut clenched. Why was I so jealous? He wasn’t mine and besides, his mother said he only saw the pretty Keely as a sister.

I took a quick bath and tucked myself in with the knowledge that Turner should be here by tomorrow night.






  

THIRTEEN

 

Keely handed me a flask and I took it. I uncapped it and downed the contents in one smooth motion. She proffered another flask and drank from it. We sat on the incline of the bank in front of the small lagoon and watched the stars. I allowed the warmth of the liquor to envelope me as I thought about why I was here with Keely and not Bailey.

In our native tongue, Keely said, “So who is she?”

What was Bailey to me besides the blade wedged in my bleeding heart? I couldn’t tell Keely that. She’d scowl and never really understand.

“Just a lassie,” I answered, enjoying being able to speak in the tongue I grew up in.

A hmph sound came from behind me, which I expected. I wasn’t blind about Keely’s affections towards me. I just never returned them. She was a beautiful girl. But girl is how I’d always seen her. Tonight, the warm air, the stars and a combination of alcohol, I took a second look.

She jumped to her feet. “It’s warm out,” she said before beginning to peel off her clothes. I could have stopped it, but I didn’t. The culmination of all the alcohol on the plane, downing most of the contents of the flask and my bloody heart made me rethink what was wrong with bedding Keely. Once she was down to bra and panties, she stood in front of me as if on display. I allowed my sluggish brain to take her in. Her mass of dark curls spilled over her shoulders contrasting darkly against the milky white of her skin.

“I’m not a little girl anymore, JK.” She turned, giving me an unimpeded view of her backside. What I saw was all rounded curves with no sharp angles. She was a wee bit on the shorter side and a trifle thicker than Bailey. Shite, why was I thinking about Bailey? 

Keely stood in the water up to her waist and my vision blurred. Suddenly it was Bailey in the water. She was somewhat taller and leaner. Her full breasts stood out more against her trim body. Her red hair looked like it was fire in the moonlight.

“Come in with me, JK,” Keely called out, breaking the spell. JK, Jeremy Kalen. That’s what Keely always called me. She was not Bailey as my fantasy shattered.

“Now, why would I do that?” I shouted back, letting the pleasant buzz cause a slip of a laugh to follow my words.

“Because,” she taunted. Her arms went behind her back and within seconds her bra was falling down her arms. She swiftly took it off and flung it towards the bank and me. “Let me show you what a woman I am, if you’re not afraid.”

As a boy, having been teased early on, I was one not to ignore a taunt or dare. “That’s not a good idea. I don’t think you’ve had a man such as me.” I added a wolfish grin for effect. Last I heard, Keely was still a virgin and I had no desire to be her first. Even as tempted as I was by her swaying breasts and willingness, I couldn’t offer her more than one night. And Keely deserved more than that.

A took another swig of the flask, liking the burn that accompanied the warmth. 

“I think you’re afraid you’ll fall madly in love with me. And we both know you’ve been running from love all your life,” she blustered.

She didn’t know my tormentor of that very four-letter word lay in my mother’s house in a bed I should be sharing with her. She had no idea that I’d tried love, which felt like the worst of the four-letter American words. And I failed. There was no love in my future ever again.

“And I know I can’t love you the way you should be loved.” There, I’d said it. A frown curved her mouth in the most unflattering way. I didn’t want to hurt her. She was a close friend and I had to be honest with her.

“Then show me the pleasures of one night. I want you to be my first. You owe me that.”

I thought about her sentence and thought about why she thought I owed her. And I remembered that night, that stupid night. I got up, whether born of guilt or the fifth of alcohol that laced my gut. I shucked off my jeans with angry flicks of my wrist. I tugged off my shirt, nearly tearing it in the process. I stomped forward into the water to meet Keely face to face. I cupped her cheek, prepared to give her what she demanded and pay a debt that I could never possibly repay.





  

Chapter Fourteen

 

The sounds of laugher filled my room and continued to spill in from the open window. Before I could think I was off the bed and staring out into the night. Light from the full moon rained over two barely dressed bodies. One I would forever recognize. 

Kalen’s mom had been wrong. He most definitely didn’t see Keely like a sister. His arm was around her possessively as she leaned into him. Her words were slurred and that’s all I got because they weren’t speaking English.

Her buttoned shirt was undone and opened, giving me a partial view of her chest and all the assets she had to offer him. He looked at her with something akin to love and I felt shattered. I stumbled back as if I’d been pushed. And the weight of all my decisions pressed down on me. I found myself on the bed clutching at my chest. Oxygen was in short supply and I couldn’t find my breath.

I heard a door open below and the laughter got louder as it found its way to the steps, drawing ever closer each minute. I slumped to the floor, wedged between the bed and the wall. Anyone who opened the door wouldn’t see me. 

Warm wetness streamed down my face in a silent stream. Salty bits met my lips and worked their way in. What had I done? I loved Turner, I knew this. But I never felt this hurt, not even when I left him to go to college. I never felt this turmoil, even when I knew he was hurting. No, I didn’t want Turner upset and broken by me. But I’d never been broken by him. 

Kalen, however, had the power to destroy me. My life felt at an end seeing him with someone else. Shouldn’t I be happy that he’s happy? That’s what they say about love. And that’s bullshit. I wanted to claw the girl’s eyes out and slap him until he saw reason. Instead, I sat on the bare floor, shamed by my own actions. I wanted more than anything to leave this place and be far from the pain that was a living human being. 






  

FIFTEEN

 

“In you go,” I said, moving with Keely to the bed. 

“I’ve always wanted to sleep in your bed,” she said boisterously. She was far past drunk. She’d been working her way there before I’d shown up. “We can sleep together as always.”

Her words contradicted each other, showing her lack of mental power. Keely had slept in my bed numerous times. However, she’s always ended up there after we’d gone to bed separately. In the morning, her excuse had always been that she was afraid. And tortured by my part in her fear, I allowed her to sleep with me, wrapping her in my arms to fight off her demons.

Once she was on the bed in a drunken heap, I pulled the covers over her. I left the room and stopped to glance to my left. Bailey was there. I knew by how my mother decorated the rooms which one she would put Bailey in. Plus, it was closest to the bath she would end up using. My feet moved silently towards her door. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. My hand made contact first. My palm lay flat on the wood as if I could read her thoughts that way.

There was silence on the other side. I was reminded all those times I’d come to her apartment. After Lizzy or Matt let me in, I’d pressed my palm to the door like this before I opened it. She’d been waiting for me then. In the silence, I knew she waited for Turner. 

It killed me not to enter and touch her the way I knew she liked. Taste her in the way that made me want more every time. Feel her as I slid inside her tight depths.

I moved away from the door. It was a humbling experience not to have what I wanted. I couldn’t wait for tomorrow. Once Turner came, I could head back to the states. I needed more distance between us. It was the only way I could fathom to be able to forget. I found my room and headed inside, knowing sleep wouldn’t come easy. 






  

Chapter Sixteen

 

Blurry eyed, I shook off the thin webs of sleep I’d found. My captors were jailed, yet they haunted me behind my closed lids as if I was still trapped in that living nightmare. It hadn’t mattered I’d been rescued. My skin crawled with erupting goose bumps as I remembered the woman’s touch. Had Kalen and his team not found me, would I have survived the experience?

My fitful attempt at sleep took nothing to disturb. Even though the house was still, I gave up on conquering my dreams. I made my way across the hall to the bathroom and prepared for the day.

I padded down the hall, hoping not to wake anyone with my footsteps. The smell of coffee led me to the kitchen. Kalen’s mom was there. “Mornin’.”

I returned her greeting. “Morning, Ms. Glenn.”

“Oh now, I’m more Ms. Brinner than a Glenn. But call me Moria.” She paused before offering, “Coffee?”

I nodded in thanks.

She returned my nod. “I prefer tea, but Kalen thought you might appreciate coffee. He brought some with him.”

Shocked, I sat not knowing what to make of that. Had he really brought coffee for me? Then I thought about it. “He likes coffee. He probably brought it for himself,” I said in resignation.

Mothers have a look that’s universal. I recognized that knowing look from my mother’s own repertoire. She brought me a steaming mug along with cream or milk and sugar. I took stock in the things she brought, not wanting her to see the truths in my eyes. Mothers also had a way of reading your true feelings.

Her hand stilled mine as I had lost myself in stirring the coffee. “He loves you, you know that.”

My eyes shot up. “He doesn’t. And even if he did, he can’t forgive me,” I quickly confessed.

She patted my hand. “He does. I can see it in his eyes.”

I shook my head again. I didn’t want to delude myself otherwise.

“My Kalen is a hard case. He didn’t have it easy, you know. I made a lot of bad decisions that unfortunately affected him in ways I regret. Give him time. I know my son. There has never been another girl he’s talked to me about. And knowing him, there never will be another.”

It would have been so easy to soak up her words like the sponge my heart wanted to be. “I saw him and Keely last night, and they looked nothing like friends.” I chided myself. That sounded so juvenile. Kalen was a man and had every right to be with whomever he wanted. I’d made that choice for him.

Her hand pulled away. “There are many things I should tell you.”

Scuffling sounds above sent my eyes to the ceiling. My hand shook with a tiny tremor. I put the mug down before I scalded myself with the hot liquid. “I think I’m going for a walk.”

“No breakfast?” she asked. Her eyes held a wealth of sympathy. 

Reluctantly, I shook my head and got to my feet. I moved in a path that led to a back door I spied when I first arrived. I stepped out into golden sunlight. It was warm atop my chilled skin. I spied a meticulous garden that reminded me of home. 

With the thudding of feet inside down stairs, I didn’t stay long to admire. I walked towards the slope of a hill that shared a bit of glassy water. I figured it for the place Kalen and Keely had gone the night before. Still, it was my only option of escape at the moment.

It wasn’t a far walk, and I wrapped my arms against the slight chill in the air. Clouds were rolling in and I wondered if there would be a storm. When I found the small pond, I leaned against the incline and watched sunlight bounce off the water. My mind drifted to all the places I hadn’t let it go in days. There wasn’t any way for me to deny my feelings for Kalen. I loved him with everything in me. Too bad it took me making a colossal mistake to see it.

And then there was Turner. He deserved so much more than me. I loved him too. I just didn’t think I loved him enough. I formed a plan that required me to be totally honest with him when he came and accept the backlash like I should have before. I couldn’t be afraid of his abhorrence. If I stayed with him, he’d probably end up hating me in the long run because I couldn’t love him the way he needed me to. 

A protest from my stomach in the form of a loud growl finally had me leaving my thoughts maybe an hour or so later. Determined, I headed back to the house to face the music. I’d probably lose both of them, but in the end, I assumed I deserved that fate.

Not wanting to walk into the house from the back as I was a guest, I strolled around front, not anxious to get inside. Once there, I noticed the car Kalen had driven the night before was gone. I knocked on the door, not sure how I felt about that development.

“Bailey, no need to knock. You are a guest and can come and go as you please.”

I flashed the best smile I could muster before allowing her to usher me inside. 

“You’re probably ready to eat,” she said, shooing me into the chair at the small table. She turned to the counter and began to put things on a plate for me from the stove top. When she brought me the plate I was terribly surprised at the amount of food placed there.

“Go ahead,” she encouraged. “There’s some bacon,” which looked more like sliced ham, sausage links, a fried egg, baked beans, fried tomatoes, scones, a bit of toast and mushrooms.”

The surprise must have shown on my face because she quickly added, “You have these things in America, aye?”

“Yes,” I quickly answered, feeling as though I was being rude by judging the sure size of breakfast before even tasting it.

“While you have your fill, I’ll tell you the story I began before you left. And yes, you wonder if Kalen went out?”

I couldn’t deny it. I nodded. 

“He did. But, wow we can talk with no worry of being interrupted.”

I cut into the beautifully golden brown scone as it tempted me on every level. I bit in just as she began to spin a tale that gave me insight into the elusive Kalen Brinner Glenn.

“Ah, I should begin at the beginning. As most stories go, I was young and looking for adventure.” She smiled and I returned it before taking a bite of the fried tomato, which appeared to be fresh from her garden. “I met Kalen’s father on a day I took a trip secret trip to Edinburgh with friends. I hadn’t been since a child.” 

She smiled again more to herself. It must have been a pleasant memory no matter the ending.  

“At lunch a good looking man, tall and golden haired, stepped into the café to delight of all the women inside.” She laughed a little. “I was flustered by such a man and dropped my money when trying to pay for my order. He strode over like a white knight and gallantly gathered my meager earners from the ground for me and introduced himself to me.” She said placing a hand on her chest as if she didn’t understand why. I did. She was a beautiful woman. No doubt she was stunning then as well.

With a dreamy gaze, she said, “Thomas, he told me. I held my hand out to take his. I think I melted on the spot and it didn’t take much for me to say yes when he asked to see me again.”

She paused again and I could see her going back to that time in her mind.

“Well, I won’t bore you with all the details… Let’s just say I knew my father would never allow such a guy with his rich looks and American accent to date his only daughter.” She sighed. “Sort of rebelliously, I didn’t let that stop me. We arranged to meet for lunch one day I was working. He was fascinating in all the ways that I’d always dreamed of, like in the movies.”

I was winding my way around my plate while I took this all in. I’d bitten into a mushroom when she got to the story where I thought Kalen’s life began.

She sighed. “After many dates within a couple of months, Thomas announced he was leaving for home. I was surprised when he wanted to meet my father to ask him to marry me. I’d known my father’s reaction but I was a girl in love. My father flat out refused. Instead of welcoming Thomas to the family, I was scolded for going behind his back and dating a man without his permission. It didn’t matter than I was legally of age. I lived under his roof and therefore by his rules. Thomas thought he could win over my father by talking up his pedigree. That was a mistake. It only made my father more upset and rage that a man should earn his own not be given his wealth by being born.”

Although she was looking at me, she stared right though me and back in to time. 

“When I was told to send him away, I was distraught. I couldn’t do it. Instead I arranged for him to come in the middle of the night and take me away. I was my own woman.” She paused and had a lost expression. Her tone had lost its lightness in favor of sad words. 

I was so wrapped in this story and hadn’t noticed that I’d finished about half of my plate just listening to her.

Her eyes met mine. “I’m going on and you probably don’t want to hear this.”

“No, please continue,” I urged. I hated she had to drag up bad memories, but I was fascinated by the tale.

Since Kalen had been born, I knew that she in fact left to America with him. Still, her increasing pauses and looks out into the front garden that overlooked nothing more than rolling hills said a lot more. She was considering those events much like I had earlier this morning. It didn’t matter that everything was done. It was a reconciliation, a way of making peace with your choices or the past.

She interlocked her finger and brought them to her mouth. I could tell the memory was getting to her. She looked close to tears.

“My father never forgave me for leaving.” She amended, “Not really anyway. I was disowned and the letters I sent home were returned for the most part. Not having a clue about living outside of Scotland, I’d wanted to believe that maybe it was an error on my part, especially when some weren’t returned.”

Her eyes found mine and maybe she saw my disquiet. She patted my hand like it was my story. Then she gave me a tiny smile like all was better now.

“At first everything was new and exciting in New York. Thomas had a beautiful home that he said was mine too. We’d married in Scotland and obtained papers for me to leave. And he married me again in New York. Everything was like a fairytale even with balls and beautiful gowns. Thomas showed me off like a prized possession until, I found myself pregnant.”

I was scooping up the last of the baked beans, which I didn’t think I’d enjoy as breakfast food, when she stopped. I glanced up to see her staring out the window again until she unexpectedly continued.

“Thomas was angry. He told me how upsetting it was.” Her voice morphed to one that must have held Thomas’s timbre. “Didn’t I know anything about birth control?” She halfheartedly laughed as if that was ridiculous. “I’d been a virgin and naive about everything until him. He changed after that. I’d ruined his plans or so he told me. Eventually, he came to accept it. When Kalen was born, he insisted he have an American name. At this point I was beginning to be afraid of him and his dark moods. He often came home smelling strongly of alcohol. So I didn’t point out that Kalen, my choice, wasn’t a Scottish name. When it came time to fill out the birth certificate, he was so busy at work that he signed the blank forms rushing out for meetings. He left me alone for his driver to eventually return for me and our son to take us home from the hospital. My rebellious side reared up and I filled in the name Jeremy Kalen Brinner Glenn in defiance. And I paid for it. It was the first time he hit me but not the last.”

I’d been hungrier than I thought and had eaten everything. It was a good thing I’d placed my fork down because once she mentioned the abuse; I felt the tight weight of my belly and thought I might be sick. Momentarily, I’d been brought back to my own memory at the hands of my female captor. I winced slightly as I unconsciously touched the tender side of my face where she’d punched me. A bruise still colored my face there under the plaster of cover it up makeup. I wanted to avoid any questions.

Moria, caught up in her own memories, thankfully didn’t notice my own step down memory lane. She continued her story. “As Kalen grew older, Thomas had been adamant about not teaching him Gaelic. It didn’t make sense other than he didn’t want to be left out of future conversations. So I found myself teaching Kalen when he wasn’t home. Then I had to convince Kalen to keep it a secret from his father. And even in front of the nanny, whom I saw no use in, I wasn’t working. Thomas, on the other hand, wanted to make sure his son was brought up with the proper etiquette and I was always available for him at a moment’s notice.”

Another lingering pause caused stagnate air between us. This was hard for her and even harder for me to hear.

“One day, I was reminded that I wasn’t the only one affected by Thomas’s abuse when Kalen asked why his father hit me and why I let him. Easier to explain in my own language, I spoke to him in our tongue. Dismayed that my son saw these things, I hadn’t heard Thomas come home early. He was livid. He backhanded me right there in front of Kalen. Being the brave boy he was, he tried to wedge himself between us and got knocked in the face himself. We were both in tears when Thomas declared that nothing but English would be spoken in his house. I decided then, I had to go. I hadn’t ever feared for myself, but then I feared for my son.”

I saw nothing in her story I would have done differently. I too had been a girl who wanted to get away from home. I too had given myself over to a man, Scott, without knowing him very well. And had I had a child and my husband struck him, I would have run too.

“Thomas had given me a credit card because I was to always look pretty and presentable even if he called on me the last minute. I also knew where he kept a stash of ready cash. After Thomas left for a late meeting, which was probably a visit to one of his numerous mistresses, I found our passports, the cash, and packed two small bags. I didn’t want the doorman to alert Thomas of our leaving. I had to travel light. And we came home.”

“I ended up on my father’s door with my son in one hand and our bags in another. My mother welcomed us with a hug. My father didn’t. He said I’d made my choices and turned us away. I ended up in Edinburgh lucky enough to finding a small room above a small pub, where I got a job at night waiting tables. It wasn’t much. Too ashamed at my return, I didn’t call anyone I’d known. Cell phones weren’t exactly a common thing and landlines weren’t cheap. Eventually, I made a new friend. She was also in an abusive relationship and ended up sharing my small studio with her daughter Keely for a time. And we remained friends until she died two years ago of breast cancer.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” I felt bad about my homicidal feeling towards Keely for being at Kalen’s side. Then I asked, “Thomas never came looking for you?” 

She shook her head. “No… that’s not true. But it was a long time.”

She paused and I thought that might be the end of it until she spoke. 

“Kalen had a rough go of it from the start. The only clothes he had for me to take when we fled were the ones from the academy he attended as a kindergartner. Blazers and slacks. The boys in our new neighborhood and school he attended here were far from the rich boy type. I remember the first time he came home with bloody face and torn shirt. I went to the school and went mad on the administration for allowing my son to be beaten up by what I found out were older boys. Kalen hadn’t complained. Instead he tried to fit in. He began talking in Gaelic like everyone when not in school. It sounded odd with his American accent, but eventually that faded. He never told me again about trouble in school. But I knew things were happening. Barely able to put food on the table, I had little choice about what to do other than taking his fancy clothes to a shop and selling them on the cheap to buy him clothes that other boys his age wore.”

“It sounds like you did your best,” I said.

“Aye, I tried. Yet, he changed. He’d been kind and a little naïve when we arrived. It didn’t take him long to become closed off and not exactly sad, but maybe a little mad at the world. I tried to talk to him and save money to change our circumstances, but there was never enough. I also knew he was probably doing things over the years to help that might not have been lawful even though he denied it. When his father finally contacted us all those years later when Kalen was in secondary school,  I left the choice up to him whether he wanted to have a relationship with his father or not.”

A heavy sigh preceded her next statement. “I think he made a deal with his father to get us out of the debt we were in to survive. He never complained to me ever about all the things we lacked. There were even times I’d show up home to a feast and Kalen had no job. I told him not to do anything illegal. He just smiled. Only once did I get a call to pick him up at the police station. And on the way out, he promised it would never happen again.”

“What was he in for?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Not for me to tell. I forgave him and he’s kept his word. Now he’s made a name for himself and done his best by me and his mates. Griffth is a godsend and like a son to me, just like Keely’s a daughter. And maybe years ago, I had hope Keely would win him over. She hasn’t. He’s only ever protected her.”

Her eye found mine and held it. “He loves us all. But with you it’s different. My son and Griff could have their pick of the lot, but neither talked about the lasses or brought them around. And I saw the way he watched you when you couldn’t see. His love runs deep even if he won’t admit it.”

If she knew the thing I’d done to destroy that love, she wouldn’t be saying that. I shook my head.

“Yes, you’ll have to trust me. He keeps things inside, not one for opening up. He doesn’t want to burden anyone or show vulnerability. But when he does…”






  

SEVENTEEN

 

The car rolled to a stop and Keely looked over at me. 

“Why are you taking me home?” she asked in Gaelic.

“You have work this morning?” I asked with a teasing tone and an arch of my brow.

She rolled her eyes. “I do.” She hopped out of the car and I took notice of the extra bounce in her step as she tried to have me watch her arse. It worked.

Bugger it. I drove off in sight of my next destination.

I knocked on the door with no response. I rapped a little louder after several seconds and heard muffled curses and grumbles coming from inside.

The door opened at a sleepy eyed Griffin. My best mate squinted as if he wasn’t quite sure he was seeing me.

“Kalen, hou’s is gaun?” he said with one eye open and the other half lidded.

“Aren’t you late for work?” 

He grinned because we both knew I was the boss and caught him at home when he should have been at work earning his pay.

Pops and creaks came from his limbs as he stretched. He seemed to wake up more and switched to Gaelic. “We both know you pay me to be your friend.”

When he turned and let me step in, I soundly placed my palm on his shoulder. “We have work to do. Get your arse ready.”

Just then a thin naked girl stepped out of Griff’s room. “What’s all the bloody fuss?” Her accent wasn’t Scottish. It sounded English. And she looked young with skin that could be compared to milk as it lacked all color. But she had perky breasts of the youth I saw in her face.

Griff turned to face me. His grin spoke of things we didn’t have to say. I rolled my eyes.

“Aye, Darlin’.” Griff spoke the word darling like he was a true Southern American. He had the drawl down to a tee. He heard that word by a Texan who showed up in the wrong place many years ago. I blinked away the memory as the girl realized she and Griff weren’t alone.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?” she asked sweetly. I tried to focus on her face and not her lithe body that moved towards me with a hand extended as if she wasn’t the only one who stood naked.

 “Kalen,” I offered when she reached me.

“Lilly,” she said and winked before she turned to head back to Griff’s room.

She had a sweet little arse that swayed as she walked. If my head wasn’t in a certain redhead, I might have taken her up on her unspoken offer. Griff and I had shared more than a few girls in the past.

Griff turned back to me and said in a thick brogue, “Whi djae wa’mae ‘ae dae ‘e noo?”

It wasn’t Gaelic, but clearly he didn’t want the lassie to understand him.

I arched a brow, silently answering his question of what I wanted to do now. His smile broadened. I shook my head and he understood it was a no. He shrugged. So went our unspoken conversation. He followed the girl in the room and I stepped further in allowing the door to shut behind me. I hoped he was sending her home. I didn’t want to be here for their round two, or two hundred knowing Griff.

The couch held promised until I wondered if it was safe to sit on or if Griff had used it with the lassie. The bedroom door opened. Lilly stepped out dressed in a clingy oversized shirt that gripped her mid-thigh by a wide band. 

Griff followed and kissed her at the door. I changed my focus to give them some privacy. “Later, Darling,” he said with a wave.

Just like that, Griff switched to our native tongue. “What brings you home?” he said, landing a hard hand to my shoulder paying me back. 

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

“Bro, are you here for a bromance?” Griff was one who liked to test out international slang. I wasn’t sure where he got it from—the lasses he bedded, TV or movies. Whatever it was, you could never be sure what he might say next.

“Bro? Bromance?” I asked not sure where he was going with this.

“You know, the video that went viral on YouTube? Bromance?”

Then I remembered. “That was like a few years ago.”

“Really? I just saw it the other day,” he said, looking disappointed that he was late to the bro party. “It was bloody fantastic.”

“Get your arse ready. We have stuff to do.”

Griff started walking backwards and serenaded me with lines from the song along the way. “I love you in the most heterosexual way.” And he pointed at me before blowing me a kiss. As much as I wondered why, I had to love him for being such a goof ball.

A bark of laughter left me that felt so good that I realized this was one good thing about this trip. He had a way of making me forget the shite in life and look at the bright side.

After Griff took a quick shower, we headed out. It had been because my father had a base of operation in Scotland that led him to meet my mother. And that company survived his death. The first thing I did upon arriving at the office was to take a tour and meet with key people because I hadn’t been around in many months. Griff, on the other hand, went to look for security breaches in our intranet and web servers.

By the end of the day, we needed a break and headed to the pub near home.

Stepping through the doors, my smile fell when I spotted a man-sized hand on a very familiar arse. By the time I glanced towards the face, she was walking away and through the double doors to the back where the food was made.

Next to the bar to my right, I spotted Ennis and prepared to ask him about the spot of red hair that ducked out of sight. Before I could ask, a dark haired beauty blew through the door.

Keely stopped at our table before heading to the bar for an apron. With a roll of her eye, she breezed by without a word.

Griff caught sight of me. I could feel the frown on my face. “Since when has she started working here?” I asked.

“She never stopped.” He huffed as if I should have known better. “What’s crawled up your arse?”

I looked at my best mate. “Nowt,” I growled, using another word for nothing.

He rolled his eyes and flagged down Ennis who stood stoic at the bar. “Ale,” He shouted to be heard over the crowded room.

Seconds later Keely strolled from nowhere and slapped down the ale, foam spilling over onto Griff’s lap. “Whi that noo’?” he protested.

Keely’s temper was directed at me as she hadn’t once looked away from my face. “I’ll tell you whi’s wrong with the eejit. He’s aff his heid
over that redhead lass.” 

The door that led from the bar to the kitchen area opened and that redhead lass popped through, holding a tray full of food and looking pleased with herself.

“Whi’s she daen?” Keely asked.

I said nothing and they both turned to me as my jawed dropped. Bailey began to serve food with a brightness I didn’t much care for. It wasn’t so much the smile as it was that it wasn’t aimed at me. She hadn’t yet spotted us and I watched like a voyeur, not letting my eyes stop from drinking her in. I hadn’t seen her happy since before she had left that motel room. 

Griff said, “So that’s the lassie that has your arse up in knots?”

I hadn’t told him about Bailey. I wasn’t sure why. I wasn’t trying to keep her a secret. It was possible I hadn’t told him because he would know. He would see through all my bull shite and know exactly what my feelings were for her. And he’d laugh his arse off if he knew she’d dumped me for another guy. 

“Oh, he hasn’t told you, eh?” Keely said, her scowl deeply rooted in her pretty face. “She must be...” 

Her words trailed out into a space I could no longer hear. My vision blurred with a familiar red haze. I stood, my chair scraping the floor with my sudden movement. I began to move forward with determined strides. Keely moved fast and removed the tray from Bailey’s hands just as I reached her. She stood at the table of four men where one previously had his hand on her arse.

With a shove, I pushed Bailey behind me. She protested, but I didn’t hear a word she said. Griff appeared, blocking my vision. “Whoa.” Griff’s hands were up, trying to calm me down. As much as I wanted to knock heads, I respected Ennis’s place. So I turned and ushered Bailey back through the doors she’d just come, surprising the cook. Then I shoved open the side door, leading us outside.

Bailey slapped at my grip once we were alone.

“What is your problem?” she asked, turning angry eyes up to me.

“What’s yours? Why are you here working?” And that was it, wasn’t it? She was mine and she had no business working where everyone would assume I couldn’t take care of my own.

“I wasn’t working,” she stated, shoving at my hands while I still held her.

My muscles bunched with the urge to strike something. Not Bailey, but rather the wall. I should step away, but it had been far too long and I’d crossed over the edge. I caged her in. I wanted her and I hated myself for it. She’d chosen someone else. So why the fuck was I out here with her in reach yet her heart so far from mine? 

Her breaths were coming fast and she looked at me with frighten eyes. The urge to sooth took over. The back of my fingers made contact with her cheek. However, the need to kiss her made me take a frustrated step back.

We stood in a battle of iron wills. I searched her eyes for something. Anything that would tell me what was going on in that lovely head of hers. She searched mine and I kept my face blank, void of all the emotions that gathered deep in me. I couldn’t let her know just how far I’d fallen.

She’d obviously found what she was looking for because she turned and headed for the door.

“Don’t,” I said dangerously. Don’t leave, I almost added but wouldn’t say it. She had enough power over me as it was.

Her voice was sharp and cut into me more than she’d ever know. “Don’t what?”

Don’t fucking leave and break my heart all over again. But I didn’t say that either. “Why are you letting some arse put his fucking hands on you?” I used the full force of my brogue on her, channeling the warriors of old who would have tossed the lass over their shoulder, taken her to bed and had their way with her.

“My ass isn’t yours,” she spat as if I didn’t know that already.

“Have a care,” I said.

“What the hell does that mean? I care, I care that you made me look like I’d done something wrong in there.” She pointed her finger like it was a deadly weapon.

“And what would Turner think if he’d seen what you did?” I said triumphantly. She crossed her arms over her chest and looked away. “Why are you here working of all things anyway? I can provide you with all you need.” I could take care of her always, if she’d let me.

She flung her hands to her sides, balling them into fist. Her face flushed red, but not in embarrassment. She was preparing herself for the verbal assault I felt coming.

Her eyes tunneled into me with a fierceness I’d felt pride over. “I was bored, alright? You were out with your new girlfriend and I had nothing to do.”

I quirked a brow. It was almost cute. “Jealous?”

“No, I’m not jealous. You’re free to do whatever the hell you want. So why don’t you go back and leave me alone?”

There was a moment for me to do the right thing and leave her be. However, her jealousy gave me irrational hope. I stepped back into her and gave her little retreat to the wall at her back. I leaned in and did what I wanted to do. I pressed my lips to hers in an onslaught of need.

She started to move, so I caught her around the waist, holding her there as she melted into me. Her hand slid up my chest and fisted in my hair. Prepared to hoist her up so she could wrap her legs around my waist, I positioned my hand at her thigh.

The tug was sharp and caused me to curse under my breath. I pulled back and gazed into frosty eyes. “This can’t happen,” she declared before storming back inside.

I stood panting, trying to work out my frustration. I shifted on my feet, trying to adjust the strain in my pants. I took a shot with my fist against the wall, feeling my knuckles split against the stone. The pain was release and killed the lust in less than a second. I planted my head on the cool stones, wondering what the hell I was doing. I’d made an arse out of myself for nothing. I still lost the girl.

When I walked in, I didn’t immediately see her. I took my seat while Griff eyed me.

“So I ask again. That’s the lassie that has you all pent up?”

I nodded, not bothering with a lie. The group of men that had been flirting with my girl stared daggers at me. I felt my chest puff up, spoiling for a fight. I needed to vent my anger, and what better way that knocking heads like the old days? I knew Griff would have my back and we’d easily take the four. We had more times than not been outnumbered with worse odds.

Then she appeared. I found myself lost in her movements. She was graceful in a way I’d never noticed before. She pointedly didn’t look my way.

“Why is she here taking over my job?” a voice said from over me. I faced Keely, whose frustration seemed to rival mine. 

I shifted back in my seat and pulled her into my lap. Bailey turned in time to catch Keely’s giggles. Without taking my eyes from the woman I loved, I kissed Keely with everything that belonged to the redhead half a bar away from me.

Focused on her through it all, I watched Bailey’s eyes grow wide. Then she turned and ran out the back. She was most certainly jealous.

When I pulled away from the kiss, I caught Griff’s stunned glance at me. Fuck. Griff was in love with Keely, which was one of the reasons I steered clear from her. The other had been that I had always seen her as a little sister. That was, until last night.

Knowing Griff would understand my little display, I ignored his glare. I asked Keely, “Why are you still working here?” I waited for a response, fighting the urge to chase after Bailey.

Keely was saved from answering when Ennis, my mother’s boyfriend and the proprietor of the bar, called for her assistance. From the exchange and his pissed glance my way, I knew he was going after Bailey, probably to give her a ride so she didn’t walk back to my mother’s in the dark.

Griff caught my attention. “Are we done here?”

I nodded.

“Then let’s get out of here. Want to go to a club?”






  

Chapter Eighteen

 

Bits of dust plume rose from underneath my stamping feet. The sun was low in the sky, barely a glowing ember. It didn’t matter though. I just needed to get the hell out of there and away from that asshat. 

It was a strange word that I hadn’t used before but fitting. I was in an extraordinary and beautiful place. I’d only been trying to fill my empty day by taking the asshat’s mother’s suggestion to make my way to the only pub in the area run by her boyfriend Ennis. We had gotten word that Turner wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow morning.

Ennis been the kindest man I’d ever met and understood immediately why Kalen’s mother swooned when she spoke about him. When he looked taken back by an early rush and I offered to help, he looked relieved. 

Then Kalen had come in like a summer storm, all beautiful and deadly. It had taken all my gumption to ignore his turmoil and advances. He wanted me and didn’t at the same time. No girl wanted that. So I’d fled. What else was there to be done?

The faint hum of a motor came from the distance. I didn’t turn around. I feared Kalen had been forced after me. I balled my fist in preparation to tell him exactly where he could shove his ride when an open window pulled beside me.

Ennis. I stopped. His gentle smile was all the nonverbal words I needed. 

On our way back to Moria’s he said, “Aye sweet lass, my son,” he began.

I glanced over at him with my brows knitted in confusion. 

“He’s not my son by blood. But he’ll always be like a son to me, eh.” He waited a beat. I gave him a tiny smile, letting him know I understood. “That boyo, I’ve never seen him behave that way with any woman.”

Figuring I had nothing to lose because both his parents seemed to want to give me a pep talk, I said, “He hates me.”

His laugh was brusque. “Lass, that’s love causing all his confusion.”

“I don’t think so. I think he just doesn’t want me here.” My words were as final as they sounded. I wouldn’t believe anything else. “Besides, he and Keely are making up for lost time.”

“Keely,” he said, and it was with humor that made the name sound preposterous. “That lass has been following Kalen for the last decade. He puts up with her as a sister, nothing more.”

“It didn’t look that way,” I rebuked. We pulled up in the driveway. I turned in my seat, thinking I’d better do this before we got inside and I was talked out of it. “Is there an inn nearby?”

“Aye, lass,” he said, sounding weary. “Don’t leave. The lad will come to his senses.”

I gave him my biggest doe eyes. “I can’t stay here.”

Defeated, he sighed. It was a moment or two in hopes I suspected that I would change my mind before he said, “Let me make a call inside.”

When I opened the car door, Moria was already standing there. “Is everything okay?”

I just nodded and headed for the stairs. I could hear Ennis explaining before he switched to what Moria had told me was Gaelic. It didn’t take long for me to get my things together. I hadn’t unpacked because I planned to stay somewhere else with Turner anyway. Neither man deserved the uncomfortable tension that would surround us if we were all in the same place.

By the time I got downstairs, Moria seemed beside herself. However, she only asked me to stay once. After I gave her a definite no, Ennis said that there was one inn nearby. It was located near the private airport I’d flown into. The owner of the airport also owned the inn. His wife operated it. However, with no guest, she’d gone to stay with her sister for the night. Ennis would drop me by the airport. The owner was waiting for one more arrival before he shut down for the night. Then he would walk me over to the inn and get me settled.

I hugged Moria because she’d been nothing but nice. I hated to leave her hospitality. But I would have left by tomorrow with Turner anyway. 

As much as I felt bad about taking Ennis away from his bar, I was grateful for the ride. On top of that, when we arrived at the small airport, he walked me inside the tiny building that must have been the brains of the operation. I barely remembered the place from arriving a day or so ago. My head had been so messed up, I’d barely paid any attention to my surroundings. The darkness that filled the spaces now didn’t help my memory.

Ennis held the door as I stepped inside. An older man with a wisp of brown hair was talking to another man with a crop of red hair on his head. 

Both men turned in our direction when a jingle above the door alerted them to our presence.

“Ennis,” the man behind the counter began.

“Fergus, this is the young lass needing a room,” Ennis said.

Fergus nodded in my direction before switching into what I thought was more Gaelic. The other man gave me a smile before he was drawn into the conversation. I think they’d switched to English, but their brogue was so thick I still didn’t understand. I knew they were talking about me, when they all looked at me.

The conversation died and Ennis said, “I’ll be on my way.”

I thanked him for everything and sent more thanks to Moria before he left. When I turned back from the closing door, Fergus said, “I’ll only be a few more minutes.”  

I nodded and took in the stark interior of the building. The front of it was made of a wall of glass. All I could think before chuckling to myself was the better to see you with my dear. There were a couple of metal chairs in the corner opposite the side door we entered in otherwise it wasn’t very inviting. 

“Are you headed back to Dublin, Angus?” Fergus asked. The other guy nodded. “Is this your last run of the week, or should I expect you back?”

My eyes found the guy behind the counter waiting for Angus to answer.

“No more runs this week. I’ll have to take Ennis up on his dinner offer another time.” They traded some more banter before he added, “Do you have my invoice for the month?”

“Aye. Let me go get it in the back.”

A plan began to form inside my head. I walked over to the counter.

“Angus,” I said, getting the guy’s attention. 

“What can I help you with?” His accent was clearly Irish.

“Are you taking on any passengers back to Dublin?”

“No,” he answered hesitantly.

I gave him my best smile. I knew the moment I’d won. “Can I catch a ride with you?”

One of his fingers pointed at me as a grin spread over his face. “I usually don’t take on passengers I don’t know. I have a small plane…”

I appreciated his honesty. He probably didn’t want to feel weird or forced to make small take with a stranger he didn’t know. I was desperate.

“I’ll pay,” I said confidently. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any currency other than U.S. on me. But I had debit and credit cards. It might not have been wise for me to use them, but it was a price I was willing to pay.

He looked around, for what I didn’t know. There wasn’t much to see. “How do you know Ennis?”

There were complicated ways to explain that. I took the easy way. “I’m a friend of the family.” It was roughly the truth.

He nodded. “For Ennis, I’ll only charge you for the extra fuel I’ll have to use in order to take you.”

We shook on it. The innkeeper and private airpark owner walked back in with something in his hand. He looked between me and Angus before Angus strolled up to take the proffered invoice.

“I’m going to go get my plane ready for takeoff.”

I wasn’t sure who Angus was speaking to and didn’t try to find out.

“Can I bother you for a piece of paper?”

“Sure.” He grabbed a notebook from behind the counter where he stood.

Thinking ahead of me, he also offered me a pen. Gratefully, I took it. Hastily, I wrote a note. I tore the paper and folded it in thirds. Then I scribbled a name on the front. 

I handed the notebook and pen back before handing the note. “Tomorrow, a plane is scheduled to arrive.”

Fergus nodded. “Mr. Brinner’s plane.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “A man named Turner is arriving on it. Can you give him this note?”

His brows furrowed. “You can’t give it to him?”

I shook my head. “No, I won’t be here.” There was an awkward pause that filled the room. “I thank you for offering to give me a room at the inn. But I’ve made other plans.”

My hand held out the note. 

“Turner?”

“Yes,” I answered. “Please make sure he gets it.”

He nodded. And before he could ask me anymore questions, I darted out of the building.

The trip almost scared me to death. The plane was small with only had six seats. It wasn’t luxurious like Kalen’s plane. I was almost pleased that it was night. Angus, who’d seemed nervous before about awkward conversation, talked non-stop. He asked a lot of questions and I gave him answers that didn’t give too much information without being impolite. After we landed I had to show my passport to the customs official. Afterwards, I gave Angus the news that I needed to get to an ATM to get his payment.

He was kind enough to drop me off at a nearby major hotel chain. I used my card to pay for one night. Kalen and maybe the people who were after me would find me. But I figured no one would come tonight. And in the morning I would get lost in Ireland or head somewhere else. I closed my eyes, exhausted after not having slept the night before. I prayed for no nightmares and hoped I’d made the right decision. 

Kalen would be furious I’d left. He would have found me at that inn. We couldn’t be alone together. No matter how angry he was at me, there was an undeniable attraction between us. He demonstrated that early. If he found me, we would act on our desires, which would only bring more heartache to me. Because Kalen had not forgiven me. That was one thing I knew for sure.

 






  

NINETEEN

 

My jaw was set and even Griff hadn’t bothered to test me at the moment. Ennis stopped me from following after the lass. Keely avoided me like I stank of shite. And all I wanted to do was to throw something.

“So, you going to tell me then?” Griff asked cautiously.

“I thought maybe she was the one,” I answered cryptically because there was no way in hell I was going to say the L word.

“You love her,” he retorted, not giving me the easy way out.

“Loved,” I admitted.

A snort preceded his next words. “No, love. Boyo. I never thought a bonnie lass would ever get the best of you.” He chuckled, but it was more to himself.

I slapped down the mug I’d been holding and stared into it like more ale would appear. We hadn’t yet left the pub despite his earlier idea.

“Doesn’t matter. She chose another.” It was easier to get this part over. If he had to press it out of me, I’d never hear the end of it. Admitting it, he may show me some mercy.

Loud guffaws followed, adding to my humiliation. I suffered in silence, drowning my shame into too many fingers of scotch to count after I signaled for more.

Barely able to stop laughing to speak, Griff said, “Let’s go out, my friend.”

That was code for going out and giving some lucky women our time. I nodded and handed Griff my keys. He’d been drinking too. However, I was toast and knew I shouldn’t be behind the wheel.

Hours later when the sky began to change from nearly black to a midnight blue, we stumbled in the house I’d built for my mother.

“Kalen and Griffith,” my mother called from just inside the kitchen door. I was reminded of being thirteen and coming home after a night of debauchery.

“Ma,” I said, giving her my best grin as Griff and I tried to support each other.

“Don’t tell me either of you drove.”

I shrugged. She tsked with fisted hands on her hips.

“Off to bed with the both of you.”

We stumbled forward and half laughed, half walked to the top of the landing. Griff walked past my door and to the door where Bailey was sleeping.

“No,” I called out in a loud whisper, hoping not to wake her up. “The lass is in there.”

His grin split and he walked backward. He’d closed himself in the other room while I stood looking at the door. If we’d woken her, I wanted to be there if she peeked out her room. To see her sleep musk would be a treat I may never see again. But she didn’t come out, as if she knew I was there waiting. Could she be that disgusted with me?

My feet spun and I closed my own door. I fell on the bed and gave in to the sleep that called to me. I knew once my eyes closed I would dream of a lass made of fire and a sexiness I’d never experienced before. It hadn’t mattered what distractions I’d allowed myself; I couldn’t get her out of my head.

Not too long later, off in the distance, I heard my name. I closed my eyes trying to cling on to the dream where angels lived and one died by the sword. A lass a blaze of light stood reaching a hand out to me as if asking me to stay as well. Urgent calls of my name sucked me from the pleasant place where dreams did come true. 

When I recognized the voice as that of my mothers, I regretted not staying at a hotel. What, was I five that I needed a wake-up call? My eyes blinked against the light that streamed through the uncovered window. The room I created in my mother’s house for myself was a master suite. It was large and had an attached bath. I wasn’t supposed to feel like a child here.

“Kalen.”

“Yes,” I called back in annoyance. My mother was no doubt on the other side of the door. “Your plane arrived.”


Shite, I muttered. I reached for my phone on the nightstand. It was dark and lifeless. Fergus or my pilot had probably called the house when they hadn’t reached me. I scrambled to my feet and snatched my pants I’d let drop on the floor before falling into bed.

“Is Bailey up?” I called out. 

No answer. I moved to the door. When I opened it, I caught my mother’s pensive gaze. I narrowed my eyes. “What it is?” I asked tentatively.

There was something in her eye that said I wasn’t going to like the answer she was about to give. 

“She isn’t here,” she answered cautiously.

Even though I held no anger for the woman before me, I felt my features tighten.

“What do you mean? Did she go meet the plane by herself?”

She shook her head. 

“What?” I yelled and regretted it when she jumped. “I’m sorry. Just tell me.” The Gaelic language never felt so foreign to me as it did in our exchange. My heart beat erratically, waiting for her to tell me that Bailey had been taken again.

Her sad eyes met mine and I braced for what she was about to say. And how I would explain it to Turner.

“She left yesterday.”

I frowned. “Left,” I muttered because I was confused.

“She didn’t want to sleep here. Ennis took her to the inn next to the airpark.”

I didn’t know if I should be relieved or annoyed. I’d pushed her away with my erratic behavior. She didn’t feel safe under my roof. I closed my eyes and scrubbed a hand down my face.

When Griff lurched out of the room across from mine, I had a sudden thought. What if she got to Turner and convinced him to take her away? Pain lanced through my chest. Never seeing her again was a burden I didn’t want to harbor.

“Let’s go,” I commanded. I kissed my mother’s cheek hoping for forgiveness before I made my way down the stairs.

We made it to the private airpark in record time. Turner was inside the building with a bleary eyed lad.

“You made it,” I said to Turner. Then I turned my attention to the lad. 

“Where’s Fergus?” I asked, reverting back to Gaelic.

In a squeaky voice that should have left the lad years ago, he answered, “Family emergency.”

I almost asked why the lad was afraid when I caught sight of Griff standing off to my other side. Including Turner, three of us towered over the boy and made an imposing presence. I tilted my head to the side to get Griff to give us some breathing room. Being used to nonverbal cues, he easily understood and gave us some space.

“Do you know how to take care of the paperwork?” I asked. 

The lad nodded and I saw Turner’s passport on the counter before him. “Alright then, I’m going to talk to the pilot.”

I strolled passed Turner, not ready to speak with him until I had Bailey near. Outside, I found the pilot doing a flight check. We talked briefly before I pulled out my phone, having used a rapid car charger on the ride over. I looked up the number for the inn next door and got voicemail. 

With purposeful strides, I walked back into the main building. I searched for the kid. He looked up when the bell jingled over the door. I said, “Who’s overseeing the inn?”

He shook his head like he hadn’t understood my question. I couldn’t remember if I’d spoken English or Gaelic, but the lad should have understood either if he was Fergus’s backup. “Who’s seeing to the inn,” I asked again.

“No one,” he stuttered. And I had to wonder about the expression on my face. I’d scared my mother this morning and I was doing it again with the boy who stood before me.

“Isn’t there a guest?”

He shook his head again and I had the urge to wrap my hand around the lad’s throat. I spun and strode out the door, trying to calm myself. My first call was to Ennis. He assured me he’d dropped Bailey off here last night. Fergus had been finishing up with Angus before he left. Angus ran a small plane operation shuttling people who could afford him between the isles. Fergus was going to walk Bailey over to the inn himself. My head began to spin an idea. I knew Angus and had used him before my father died and I got control of the plane. 

I had a sinking thought I didn’t yet want to accept. I headed out the door and briefly looked over my shoulder when the door didn’t immediately close behind me. Griff came out. His expression said he smelled trouble.

“Where’s the lassie?” he asked in a low tone. Somehow he’d figured out that I didn’t want Turner to know. Maybe Turner had introduced himself to Griff or asked about Bailey.

“Can you check the inn for me?” Although I trusted the lad, I needed to make sure. He nodded and stalked off.

My next call was to my security team. I wanted them to start tracking her. I stepped into the building, continuing to ignore Turner. I wasn’t sure how much longer his patience would last. I walked up to the counter and hoped I’d smoothed out my frown lines.

“Do you have Angus’s number?”

“Sure,” the lad said. He pulled out a binder and flipped through it.

Turner walked over to me. I wasn’t ready for his question. “What’s going on? Where is Bailey?”

“Here it is,” the lad said, pointing to a number on a page of paper protected in plastic. The binder looked like a manual of sorts, or maybe somewhere all the important information was stored in hand’s reach.

I ignored Turner and began to dial. I walked back outside when the phone rang. I knew I didn’t have long. Turner would follow. He was showing more tolerance than I’d expected, but I was sure he’d run out of that.

“Angus here,” the voice on the line was answered.

“Angus, this is Kalen.”

“What can I do for you?” he spoke with the lilt of the Irish. 

“Did you ferry a woman last night that you picked up from here?”

He cleared his throat before answering. “And why might you be needing to know?”

What had she said to gain his loyalty? Because I knew by his evasion, he had taken Bailey somewhere.

“Because she’s mine,” I gritted out. Angus was an acquaintance. I shouldn’t be burning bridges over a woman.

“Well now,” he began. “I did bring a young one back to Dublin with me. What did you do to scare her away?”

“Please just tell me where you dropped her off.”

We played cat and mouse for a few more minutes before he finally gave me the name of the hotel he’d left her at. I was in the middle of sending that information to my team when Turner stepped in my line of sight.

“Where is she?” he asked.






  

Chapter Twenty

 

The mirror didn’t reflect me. The sadness that leaked from my eyes did nothing for the grim curve full of fake cheer that was planted on my face. Yet it was my reflection.

I took in the black and wondered if it would ever come out. The hair dye that Kalen had brought for me to the community had come in handy. He’d put it with my things in the hotel before we left Virginia. I found use for it.

If someone was searching for me, they would be looking for a redhead that I was no longer. It was weird how much more I looked like my sisters Violet and Mary once the flame of my hair had been muted out. The fire had been smothered by the black dye leaving behind the sooty embers of smoke very much like my heart. 

After one last look, I strolled out of my room, having gotten the bill under the door showing what would be charged for the room on the credit card they’d swiped the night before if I didn’t formally check out. I set out into the day with no destination in mind other than getting as far from this place as possible. With nothing but time, I didn’t bother with a taxi. I walked and walked and walked.

Only after my feet hours later burned for relief did I finally stop at a café down a small one-way street. There had been a larger more crowded one on the corner. However, even with anonymity, I was drawn to the smaller one about halfway down the block. 

They served coffee, which was a surprise to me. I sat at a table closer to the front in a corner near but not in front of the picture window. With the warm mug in my hand, I tried to think about what to do next.

Last night, I’d called Lizzy. She had been frantic with worry and wanted me to go back to Kalen if nothing more than for my protection. After I told her the story, her indignant tone only confirmed her words of agreement that I was right for leaving his ass. 

She’d said, “How could he be so cruel? He has to know how you feel.”

I shrugged and it took a moment to remember she couldn’t see me. “He has a right to be with whoever he wants,” I’d said.

“Whatever, he’s an ass.” 

I heard my sister in the background echoing her words. “Who’s an ass?”

Lizzy must have silenced her with the promise of sharing details later because Violet went quiet. A part of me was a little jealous that two of the people I cared about most had each other, while I was alone in a city I’d never been in without a plan.

While I could have asked to talk to Violet, I wasn’t prepared for a lecture about Turner. I would hear a thousand I told you so’s and how I crushed a guy who deserved much more. Yet, I hadn’t crushed anyone yet. 

“I left Tuner a note telling him to call you. When he does, tell him I’m in Dublin. I’ll try to get a prepaid phone or a SIM card for my phone so that I can accept calls. I’ll get you the number when I have it.”

“Sure thing, babe. You better stay safe or I’ll hurt you.”

“Tell Violet I’ll talk to her later. I hope she enjoys New York.”

“Of course she will. She’s with me,” Lizzy had said before I’d hung up the hotel phone. 

That international call on the hotel line was going to cost me a small fortune, but I had little choice. At least it had been the last transgression I put on my credit card before I lost myself in the city.

When the memory faded, the small café came into focus. It was just big enough for six small tables in a sort of messy C-shaped formation. The barista bar was right up front. Despite the popular competition on the corner, the place was filled, the language lively. I gathered that all of the patrons except myself were locals.

As I sat with nothing else to do, another memory assaulted me with so much force I could almost feel and taste it. If I had risen on my toes and kissed Kalen like I had wanted to while he trapped me in against the outside wall of the bar, what would he have done? And what about Turner? Was it right to stay with a man only because of guilt? I loved him, I did. But was that love enough while my heart burned for another?

I felt as disingenuous as my hair color. What had we been taught growing up? Do unto others as we would have them do to us? And hadn’t I failed that test enough to know karma had come to bite me on the ass? I should have stayed home and lived a simple life with Turner. I would have never known the hurt that I felt now thinking of Kalen with Keely or any other woman.

Pools of my own pity filled my eyes. I took a napkin from the dispenser on the table to blot my eyes before I brought attention to myself.

A regal woman in an apron wearing an approachable smile walked distinctly in my direction. When she sat, I wasn’t completely surprised as she looked like she was missionary kind eyes and a pure soul.

She held out a mug. “You look like you need a fresh cup.”

She’d taken my order earlier. I smelled the coffee and felt the steam on my hand from the cup as I took it.

“Thank you,” I said, understanding instantly why this place wasn’t empty. It wasn’t just the delicious cup of coffee or whatever anyone was drinking. It was the service.

“I don’t mean to pry,” she began.

I held up my mug, letting her know that the hot drink that replaced the now cold cup I’d been holding earned her a question or two. I couldn’t imagine she’d ask anything terribly personal.

“You look like you’re in need.”

I set the cup down to survey myself. Did I look homeless? One glance down at the bag at my feet had to be the dead giveaway that I wasn’t just browsing the streets of Dublin.

“And don’t take it the wrong way. I just wonder…”

She was cut off when someone yelled out a name that must have been hers. She gave me a faint smile. “I have to take that. I’ll be back. I hope you’ll be here.”

I nodded, although I had an uncomfortable feeling like maybe I should flee as soon as she turned her back.






  

Twenty-One

 

Turner’s anger had simmered to a boil on the ride home.

“What do you mean you don’t know where she is?”

Griff, ever my protector, jumped in. “Hey dude, he told you the name of the hotel she stayed in.” If I wasn’t agitated, I might have laughed at his American accent when using the word dude.

“Yeah,” Turner began. “But he also said they rang her room with no answer. Which means, she’s probably not there anymore.”

Griff sighed. I took over. “My security team is on it.”

Tuner gave a humorless laugh. “She was supposed to be safe with you.”

I parked in front of the house. Turner hopped out and stomped towards the door. My mother opened it, no doubt having heard us pulling in. She greeted him as she did everyone. And thank God for Turner’s sake he was gracious in greeting her.

“He’s some peace of work. Who is he?” Griff asked in Gaelic before we exited the car.

“He’s the he that Bailey chose.” I didn’t stay in the car because I didn’t want to answer anymore of Griff’s questions.

Inside, after greeting my mother and ensuring her forgiveness for my earlier behavior, I motioned Griff over. I said to him outside of hearing distance of Turner, “Help get him settled. I have to make a run. I’ll be back soon.”

I ignored Griff’s questioning gaze and Turner’s reproachful stare. I headed out with purpose. There was something I needed to do.

On the drive, I went over in my head all the things I needed to say. In the end, Keely was like family. She was like a sister and didn’t deserve how I had used her over the last day. If I could at least set things right with her, some of the burdens would be released from my chest.

My knock on her door was not causal. She didn’t immediately answer either. I waited a moment before rapping again. 

When the door opened, Keely stood in a robe that looked just pulled on. Her hair was a cascade of waves over her shoulders.

“JK,” she said dryly.

“All play and no work,” I teased in Gaelic, trying to break the ice of tension.

She smiled before it turned into a scowl. For a minute, she’d forgotten to be mad at me. 

“What do you want? Are you here about me not being at work?” She didn’t give me a chance to answer. My whole prepared apology was going to waste. “It’s not like they respect me there. They think the only reason I have a job there is because they assume we’re fucking.” She said the last with so much distaste, I stepped back as if slapped.

“Keely,” I began, going to try to start anew with my prepared speech.

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t need or want anything from you. I quit.”

I opened and closed my mouth several times before I could speak.

“Puss,” a voice from inside the apartment said.

If a guy in a Darth Vader suit had stepped up and stood next to her I wouldn’t have been more surprised.

“What?” I asked out of confusion because I knew the man who stood there with a proprietary hand around her just shy of the underside of her breast. Her robe began to open as the hastily tied belt loosened. On instinct alone, my eye followed the parting material as it fell open. I shook my head because it was Keely who stood there with nothing under the robe but skin. 

“What?” Keely spat. “What do you think? He gave me what you weren’t willing to.” The accusation hit me like a punch to the gut.

“It was just yesterday and you called him over? Why do you even have his number? Have you forgotten…?”

She cut me off. “I’ve forgotten nothing. And he’s apologized.”

With new light I stared at the woman before me. Keely wasn’t stupid. So why was she acting like some lass that didn’t know any better. “He nearly…”

“Raped me,” she finished for me. “That was years ago and all your fault.”

I took one staggering step back. She hit me where she knew it would hurt the most. She was right. If I hadn’t been thinking about my dick then and wanted to be free of the girl who followed me around, it wouldn’t have happened.

“I was in that abandoned building because you told me to wait for you there.”

Irrational anger built like a steam from a kettle. I pointed at Sandy, the monster of all our nightmares as kids. He was the bully that tormented us until I’d gotten a little taller, a little tougher and a lot wiser. “I came for you,” I nearly shouted. 

A bad feeling had come over me when Griff and I set out to meet a couple of girls who promised more than a good time. So I’d gone back for her. The sight I confronted made me sick. Sandy and his pals were lined up ready to take turns on Keely who was on her side curled in a ball.

My own shame for the things Sandy had put me through welled up into a fury that put three out of the five guys in the room on the ground. Griff, having my back, had been taking on two others when Sandy and I came face to face. Years and grit ingrained in my skin made it thicker. I was finally ready to end the torment. No longer afraid, I put the fear of God into Sandy. I left him with a black eye, bloody face, bruised ribs and more. He wouldn’t have forgotten me after that day.

My vision blurred back to the present. How could she sleep with the enemy?

“Like I said, he’s more than made up for that.” She smiled at him like he was heaven, then turned to stare at me like I was hell. “You can go now.”

As I watched, she half covered his body with hers. Her hand left his cheek where she’d cupped his to face her. Tongue was involved and my eyes stupidly followed the hand because I hadn’t wanted to see her kiss him as it made me sick. When it headed much lower than I wanted to know about, I searched for something else to look at. She stepped away from him and allowed the robe to drop with her back to me. I’d been to her apartment before and knew she made her way back to her bedroom. 

“Make him go, love,” she called out without turning back.

“She has a lovely arse, don’t you think?” Sandy obviously had a death wish.

It wasn’t like I was pissed she was sleeping with someone. She was old enough. What bugged me was that she’d chosen a guy she knew couldn’t be trusted. Had I failed her so much? I started to understand the gravity of how conflicted Bailey was over Turner. Even though I’d never been anything short of honest with Keely about where I stood with us, rather no us, besides being mates, I felt like maybe I had owed her more. That was how you felt about the people you cared about. You never wanted them hurt.

Movement caught my eye. Sandy pulled the door shut and crossed his arms over his chest and took on a wide stance. That might have scared me when I was seven, but I was long past those times.

“If you fucking hurt her,” I breathed, because in the end, that’s all that mattered. I wanted Keely happy and safe.

“You’ll do what, pretty boy?” He eyed me up and down. “You’ve been long away from the streets with your pretty boy clothes. Set your mother up in that pretty house.”

“Don’t fucking talk about my mother.” He was crossing a dangerous line. I was willing to let him be with Keely as dumb an idea as it was. Truth be told, I couldn’t bully him to stay away. I wasn’t Keely’s keeper. And once I left town, how would I know what she was up to unless I put a guard on her?

He chuckled low in his throat. “I have nothing against your ma. She’s never done anything against me or mine.”

When he took a step forward, I held my ground. “Keely is mine now. I don’t know what happened between the two of you yesterday, but I’ve been with her a while now,” he admitted.

It set in. This wasn’t somehow a fuck you fuck. She’d been banging him for a while. And that hurt because that meant she’d lied when she begged me to take her virginity. Family didn’t lie to each other. At least, that’s what I thought. If there were two people outside my mother and Ennis I could trust, it had been Griff and Keely.

“Don’t you worry. You can trust I’ll take care of all her needs.” He smirked as if he’d read my mind and that set me off. Like a cobra strike, I had his throat in my grasp. I’d been spoiling for a fight and that was as good of time as any. My thumb and index finger pinched in tight to cut off the airway. I gazed into the eyes of my nemesis and watched his face go from pale to dark pink. The whites in his eyes were threaded through with red veins. I began to wonder if blue was his color.

Beseechingly, his hand grasped at my arm, trying in vain to pull me off. See, I was no longer his punk. I wasn’t the naive boy with no street smarts. He hadn’t learned the first time.

Somewhere in my head, a voice called my name. By this time, Sandy’s color was heading from a bright red to purple on its way to blue. Blue. Again, my conscience called out to me and I let my grasp slip just a little. He sucked in a breath while I decided if I wanted to end him. 

A door opened down the hall and a woman in pajamas stepped out with a small child on her hip. I released him with a shove and stepped back. 

In a low voice near a growl, I said, “Don’t ever forget who I am or what I can do to you.”

He slid halfway down the wall, holding his neck and gasping for breath. I walked away before I did something I would regret. Plus, I’d promised my mother I wouldn’t ever end up in jail again.

Halfway home, I got the call. “We found her.”






  

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

With the last of my coffee drained, I held the warm mug in both of my hands, staring into space. A blurry figure came into focus.

Friendly eyes with a hint of crow’s feet peered into my own. When my own smile matched hers, she spoke. “Are you running from someone?”

It wasn’t exactly the question I expected from a stranger. Her eyes tracked down to the bag at my feet. 

With a deep breath, I said, “Not exactly.” It was the truth.

“I’ve been where you are,” she began. “If it wasn’t for someone helping me, I wouldn’t be here.” She surveyed the room with a sweep of her head.

There wasn’t anything I could think to say.

“I think we could help each other,” she said. The curve of her lips made the tiny wrinkles in her face disappear.

She stood. “Follow me.”

There was a hesitation before I stood and slung my bag on my shoulder. It felt right, as weird as that sounds. It felt as though I could trust her as we walked through the back and out through a door she used a key to open.

In the corridor beyond, there was a stairway. We hiked up the first flight, which felt like it would go on forever. There was a solitary door, but we passed it. By the time we crested the second landing, I was panting a bit.

She stood in front of the single door on this top floor. “It’s presumptuous of me, but you look like you need a place to stay. And maybe we can help each other.” Her voice bounced off the walls.

I had no idea where I was going to sleep. Could find a place that accepted cash or risk using my credit card? The other option was to listen to her offer.

“I don’t know if you noticed it or not, but I had a sign looking for help.”

With a shake of my head, I confirmed I had not. “I don’t have a work visa,” was the first thing to pop out of my mouth.

“Which is why we could work on the barter system. I can offer you a place to stay if you would help me in the café when we are short or busy.”

The sceptic in me made me question her motives. “Why?”

“If not for the help of another on a day like this…” She shook her head and started anew. “I never got the opportunity to pay back the woman who helped me. I call it fate that you stepped into my café for a reason. Now it’s my turn to help someone else.”

“You don’t know me,” I stubbornly protested.

“I don’t have to.”

She moved to face the door and produced a key. She opened the door to a small sparsely furnished space with high ceilings and windows on either side. The views were that of the buildings on either side. In fact, I was certain I could probably reach out and touch the façade of either.

“It’s not very large. There’s the living room.” She pointed to the solitary sofa. “And here is the kitchen.” There was a room with a miniature refrigerator, a half stove and a sink. “Over here.” She pointed towards the back. There were two doors. “Here on the right is your bedroom.” 

When I stepped inside, it felt like Lizzy’s closet. A tiny bed and a half dresser filled the room. I followed her out only to open the other door to a one person sized bathroom with a shower, toilet and half sink.

“It’s okay?” she asked. I nodded. It was more than I ever had back home. And all together it was bigger than the dorm room I’d shared with Lizzy.

“There is Wi-Fi, so you can connect with the Internet. Sorry there isn’t a TV.”

“That’s okay,” I said as if it was a foregone conclusion that I was staying. “I don’t watch much anyway.”

“We open early, but just stop down when you wake up and I can show you around. We can talk about a schedule after that.”

Just before she left, I said, “But I’m not sure how long I’ll stay.”

My hope was to hear back from Turner by the end of the day. I couldn’t be sure of my plans after that.

Her face brightened. “That’s fine. We’ll make it work for however long you need.”

And she was gone. It sure felt like someone above was looking over me. Luck had been on my side. I was already trying to figure out how to give my thanks and do what I could to pay back this woman who offered me shelter when I was in need.

I set my bag down on the table in front of the sofa. I pulled out my laptop to test out my Wi-Fi connection.

Amazingly it was strong. After I sent an e-mail to Lizzy, we connected on Skype. 

“Lizzy,” I breathed. “It’s so good to see your face.”

“Oh how I missed you.” Her face filled the screen bringing with it the light that filled all the dark spaces in me. “Your sister is so cute.”

“How is she?”

“She’s like a kid in Times Square Toys-R-Us.”

My sister came into view to the left of Lizzy’s head.

“Are those my jeans?” I teased, finding a grin in me. Violet looked down at herself. “I’m just kidding. What’s mine is yours, just like when we were kids.” She relaxed at my last words.

Then Matt came into view on Lizzy’s right hand side. I didn’t think he knew I could see him because I saw him apprise my sister the way a man does when he’s interested in a woman. When she finally looked over to him, I guessed she blushed. I couldn’t see her very well but how she looked down and away painted a perfect picture.

“Matt’s there,” I said.

Lizzy turned. “Matty, say hi to Bailey.”

Matt turned and gave me his sexy grin. “Hey Bails.”

“Matt, I saw you,” I said cryptically.

He winked at me. 

“Where are you?” Lizzy finally asked.

“Has Turner called?” I asked, not answering her question. She shook her head. To hide my disappointment I moved to another question. “Did you tell Matt not to tell Kalen?”

Matt answered. “I haven’t told him where you are, but he’ll figure it out. You should just let him know you’re okay.”

Suddenly, I was looking at the back of Lizzy’s head. I didn’t have to see her to know she’d folded her arms across her chest. “He doesn’t control her. And if he didn’t act like an asshole, she’d still be in Scotland.”

The screen wobbled. It took a second before I understood Lizzy was moving the laptop. When I saw the bed draped in white, I knew Lizzy had gone to her room.

“Ignore him,” she said.

“Tell me about you,” I said. “This isn’t all about me. I want to hear about what’s going on in your life. I miss our talks.”

“What do you want to know?” she asked. The display rolled and I was disoriented for a few seconds. The way the camera landed on Lizzy with her hair splayed on the pillow, I knew she was on her back with her laptop on her chest.

“Tell me about Hans.” I had no idea if she’d cut him loose yet.

“Hans… beautiful, pretty Hans… Hans with the penis the size of lipstick.” I cracked up. And she continued. “Did I ever tell you he has the oral skills of a god? I mean, the guy can eat pussy like no other.”

I continued to laugh and it felt good.

“I guess when you’re working with such a small package, you have to have other skills,” she babbled on.

“You’re terrible.” I covered my mouth so I wouldn’t snort from the hilarity of it all. “Is it that bad?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Yes,” she sighed. “But we’re working on alternatives. I was never an anal girl, but honestly, I think it’s working for us.”

“TMI, TMI,” I said between guffaws. 

“I’m telling you, Bails. Anal isn’t that bad when the guy isn’t packing a Colt forty-five. I mean, he doesn’t even have a twenty-two.”

The snort finally erupted from me. “You’re killing me.”

“Seriously though. The guy is beautiful to look at. I guess he couldn’t have it all. But damn, I bet he wishes he was a hairy guy instead of dickless.” She paused as if in thought. “And I know this is bad. He’s a great guy. He treats me right and tries his best to please me sexually as best he can. But damn, can I live with that for the rest of my life? And the guy’s got like three million followers on Twitter and Facebook. Girls send pics begging him to take them out.” 

She put a hand on her forehead. “If they knew what I know…”

“Honestly Lizzy, the guys who made you scream in bed couldn’t keep you. Yet you’re still with Hans.”

She held my gaze. “Maybe I was jealous. I saw you and Kalen and wished I had something like that.”

“Yeah, and how did that turn out?”

“He’s still into you. Did I tell you how he called and demanded that I tell him where you are?”

I clutched my chest. “He just didn’t want to tell Turner he lost me.”

She half-heartedly chuckled. “I don’t think so, babe. That guy’s got it bad.”

We talked for a little while longer before my voice broke and I said, “Tell my sister I’ll call tomorrow.”

“He’ll call,” Lizzy implored. She was talking about Turner. He should have been in Scotland for hours. “I could call Kalen.”

I shook my head. “He has to make the decision to contact me on his own.”

“I love you, babe.”

“Back at you,” I said and kissed my fingers and pressed them to the screen before it went dark.






  

Twenty-Three

 

The first call I made after leaving Keely’s house was to my security team. I’d given them the particulars, not wanting Griff to have to deal with it. So when they called back within five minutes, I was more than surprised. Relief filled me, knowing that Bailey was safe. However, there was one more important thing I had to do before I arrived back at the house.

I dialed the number, hating the call I had to make. I would have preferred to tell him this in person. With Turner cooling his heels, I knew I would have many questions to answer for him once I stepped inside the house.

“K,” Griff said.

“G.” I wanted to laugh because when I said his initial it came off false and forced. In a sketchy voice, I said, “Listen, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“Whatever it is, tell me you are on your way back. That dude’s got some serious crazy. He’s wearing a hole in your ma’s floor.”

“I’ll be there in a few.” Without a pause, I dove into what needed to be said. “I went to see Keely.”

Silence. “I hope you went to apologize for being such an arse.”

He would say that. The guy wore his heart on his sleeve for her. Too bad what I had to say next most likely would forever change his feelings for her.

“That was my purpose, but…”

“But what? Pride stopped you from doing the honorable thing.” There was an edge to his voice that said he was considering the terms of our friendship. Damn.

“She wasn’t alone.”

Silence.

I waited a beat more until I knew he wasn’t going to say anything. “Keely’s a big girl. She’s allowed company,” I began. Still he said nothing. “Sandy was there.”

Disbelief filled his words. “What ye havering on about?”

“Aye, this comes at a shock to me too. The dobber had his hands on her, if you follow.”

“Bawbag,” he cursed. “Aye cannae.”

This wasn’t unexpected. “She quit and I’ve already talked to security about removing her access to anything at work. I hate to think it, but I have to look into whether or not she or Sandy had anything to do with the money being stolen from my company.”

“Fuck,” he finally said.

“I’m sorry, mate.”

We ended the call. I wouldn’t give him a hard time about this. Keely had been important to us both. Now I had to decide what I would say to Turner.

As it stood, Turner had a lot to say to me. He was waiting on the porch with his head hanging low and hands clasped together like a man utterly lost. Once I stepped out of the car, he looked up and slowly stood. I approached him like I would approach a wild animal, wary and cautious.

“Tell me again what happened before she disappeared.”

“I should tell you we found her.”

He waved me off. He’d been doing some thinking and had come to the same conclusion I had. I searched for Griff, but he hadn’t come out. He was probably hitting the bottle, dealing with his own pain.

Sighing, I gave him the edited version of events of the day before. No use in bringing up details that wouldn’t help either of us.

“She was helping out at the pub down the way.” I paused. “There was a drunkard who pawed on her. I went to intervene. I may have been irrationally pissed that she was even there. I said some unkind things to the arse that dared to touch her, then I took my anger out on her.”

“And she left because of that?”

I warred within myself as to what to say next. “Not right away.” I left it at that and hoped he would too. Honesty wasn’t always the best policy.

“I don’t get it,” he said, shaking his head. “Why would she leave just because of that? There had to be more.”

My lips were dry. Part of me wanted to toss in the rest and prove that I still affected her very much the same way she affected me. The man before me though was a guy I could call friend under the right circumstances. Thus, giving him the truth wasn’t satisfying at all. Hell, I shouldn’t be the one telling him this. 

“I need the truth, Kalen. Man to man. I need to know, no matter what it is.”

Truth. That was the hard part. “I said and did some things I’m not proud of. I was angry... pissed she’d chosen you over me.” He gave me the no bullshite look. “I might have done something to piss her off.”

Straight-faced, he asked, “You tried to make her jealous?” I paused, hoping that would be enough answer, but I nodded when he didn’t look like he was going to give me any ground. He gave a humorous laugh. “And it worked.” He said it more to himself as he half turned while raking a hand through his hair.

“I can’t believe this,” he muttered to himself. “Who am I kidding? She all but told me there was someone else. And I thought I could convince her.” He didn’t look at me through his whole speech. It didn’t appear his words were meant for me. 

Before I could comment, Griff blasted through the door, swaying on his feet. It hadn’t taken him long to get plastered. “Whi ye fanny bawbags dae ‘e noo?” He only paused for a second before looking between both of us. He settled on Turner and changed to more English. “Both of ye are like fuds over a fud.” He laughed at his own joke. 

Turner looked to me for a translation. My mouth had formed a grim line. “He basically said were pussies over pussy.” I shrugged before I said to Griff, in English out of respect for Turner, “Speak for yourself.”

Griff came between us, and slung an arm over each of our shoulders, putting him in the middle of Turner and me. “The lassies are making us radge. Dae ye fancy gon fur a wee swallae doon the pub?”

So much for the English, I thought. I tried to shrug him off. “You’re already pished.” 

He cocked a brow not denying his drunken state. I knew Turner was lost in translation, but there was nothing for it. 

“I could use a drink,” Turner said. He’d put some or enough of it together to figure out what Griff was talking about. Maybe it was the sound of the words swallow and pub that clued him in.

“We need to talk about Bailey,” I said, feeling odd I was the one to want to finish the awkward conversation.

“About what?” Turner asked.

“Where she is and if you want to go there.”

Turner wore a blank expression. I couldn’t tell if he was looking at me or through me.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m not going,” he said defiantly.

Griff let us go and I faced Turner, leaving Griff standing somewhat between us on the outer rim.

“Why?” I asked. This had to be the craziest thing. If Turner stepped away, there wouldn’t be any more competition for Bailey’s heart. That was the thing, though. I’d already removed myself from the game. If Turner didn’t go, she stood to lose the both of us.

“This is the second time she’s just left me without a word.” His eyes met mine with a clarity I knew all too well. “Besides that, she couldn’t overlook whatever you’d done to wait less than a day for me to show up.”

His head shook like he was clearing his head of cobwebs. “I can’t do it anymore.”

“What are you going to do then?” I asked. 

Griff drank his ale and followed our conversation as if he was watching a tennis match.

“What I was planning in the first place,” he retorted. At my confused expression, he continued. “I’m going to the Peace Corp. And if she wants me, she can chase me for once. What about you?”

“Bailey’s safe in Dublin.” I watched Turner for any reaction and got none. “I have someone who’s going to watch over her. She’s probably safer there for now. I’m going to head back to New York,” I said resolutely.






  

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Dublin was an amazing city. It was full of life and full of people who loved life. The pubs were the place to be and the places I avoided. Last thing I needed was to drink my sorrows. Turner hadn’t contacted Lizzy. Kalen hadn’t come looking for me. A couple of times, while sightseeing during my free time, I thought someone was following me. But I saw neither man I loved watching me from the shadows.

“Hey,” a pleasant male voice said from behind me.

I turned from the espresso machine to the deep blue eyes of one of the café’s regulars. “What will it be today?” I asked while handing the espresso to the woman off to the side waiting. She smiled and gave me a nod before walking away. 

With the cash register a buffer between us, I tried to avoid his penetrating gaze. At the moment, he was the only patron at the counter as the morning rush had just breezed through. The guy was everything I didn’t need at the moment. First of all, he was a man. Plus, he was intelligent and quite handsome with a short crop of dark blonde hair and chiseled features. 

When he didn’t order, I finally met his eyes. They were on me like glue. I knew what was coming next. He’d asked me out regularly since I’d started helping out here.

“I know this is a fool’s game, but I have to ask...”

Here it comes, I thought.

“I’m headed back state side tomorrow. I thought maybe you would join me for dinner for my last night in town.”

He held up his hand, stopping me from giving my usual refusal. “Don’t look at it as a date. Just two people needing a meal. I promise, I’ll keep my hands to myself and act like a gentleman the entire time.”

I smiled. It was hard not to. 

 “And just in case you forgot, I’m Brian.”

I laughed. It was a rolling joke between us. He’d introduce himself each time he tried to ask me out. And every time after, I’d refused to call him by his name. I didn’t want to encourage him. Apparently, doing so had the opposite effect.

“I know your name,” I said with a slight laugh.

 “Well then, don’t make me beg.” My brow rose, and in acknowledgement he threw in a “Please.”

It had been a while since I enjoyed anyone’s company. Occasionally, I had a conversation with Ruth, the owner of the café and my benefactor. And I Skyped with Lizzy and Violet regularly. None of it was the same. I missed causal conversation, especially the kind between a man and a woman. Kalen had made me hunger for it. Turner had spoiled me with it. 

Dangerously, I answered, “Sure.”

He let out a deep sigh as if the world had left his shoulders. “Where can I pick you up?”

“In front of here would be fine.”

He gave me a smile again. “Great, I’ll see you at around eight.”

I nodded. He spun on his heels and left without placing an order. I half giggled. Ruth came around the corner. “It’s about time you let that young man have a go.” Her grin was wicked. She totally approved of him and had sung his praises.

“I guess so,” I said.

~~~

My wardrobe was limited. I still only had the one bag. I hadn’t bought much. Unable to use my cards, I only had the little cash that Lizzy insisted on Western Unioning me the first week I was here. I’d made it stretch. I didn’t want to ask for more even though I was more than able to pay her back. It just felt wrong. She was already doing so much by taking my sister in.

The pencil skirt and silk top were finds from Macy’s back in Virginia that I’d bought just in case I had to go to a meeting with a lawyer or someone else more important. It wasn’t quite a date outfit, but it would do.

There was a weariness in my eyes. I considered cancelling, but I didn’t have Brian’s phone number. I still hadn’t been sleeping well as the nightmare of my ordeal plagued me on a regular basis. I knew if this continued, I would need to see somebody because I couldn’t imagine living like that the rest of my life.

In the mirror, my black hair did nothing for the light blue top and navy bottom. That gave me another reason to cancel this date. The ordinary color of my hair when I tried it on had given the outfit something extra the unnatural black did not. 

“Stop it, Bailey,” I muttered to myself as I continued playing with my hair up or down. “This isn’t a date. And he’s leaving. The last thing you need is another relationship.”

Fine, I thought. I pulled my hair back in a ponytail. Without glasses, I hoped the effect of sexy accountant didn’t come across. That was the last thing I was hoping for.

At eight o’clock, I left my room. I headed down the stairs knowing it would only take me a couple of minutes to make it to the front. I didn’t walk through the café. There was another door that led directly to the street. I hoped Brian would be waiting on me. I didn’t want to appear anxious. I would have waited five more minutes and been fashionably late, however I didn’t really want to play too many games. This was a friend hang out. Well, we weren’t friends, but that was the closest analogy I could give and what I’d told Lizzy earlier.

When I stepped out, his back was to me. His focus was on a pub across the street that had a large TV screen that could be seen through the front window. A football game was on. Or rather what we Americans called soccer. I couldn’t keep up. It was a popular debate some of the regulars liked to have when making conversation with me. I could have cared less what they called it.

“Hi,” I said tentatively. I had enjoyed the view of his tall slender frame a bit too much. He wore dark slacks and a shirt with sleeves rolled up. His jacket was slung over his shoulder. The air was unusually warm. It was a nice night all in all.

It was like slow motion when his body turned to face mine. His eyes lit up like diamonds when he stared at me. I couldn’t deny how nice it felt to be appreciated. 

“You look beautiful.”

There were a few times when I’d felt beautiful. This wasn’t one of those days. But his appraisal of my form made me feel it nevertheless.

“Thanks.”

“I thought we’d eat at my favorite little Italian restaurant a few blocks from here. You don’t mind if we walk?”

“No, it’s… sounds great.”

I wasn’t sure what to do. I didn’t know him well enough to hold hands. So I gripped my purse and put one foot in front of the other, hoping it wouldn’t feel as uncomfortable to him as it did to me.

Breaking the silence, I said, “It’s probably weird of me, but it feels a bit odd to be eating Italian in Ireland.”

He laughed. “No, I felt the same way my first time out of the states and on the streets of Dublin when a colleague took me for Chinese food.”

We laughed and he talked more about his first experiences outside of America. When we arrived at our destination, the place turned out to be quite cozy like most of the places I’d been to thus far. I liked it. The lighting was soft but not so much that you needed a flashlight to find your seat. We sat at a corner table in wooden chairs across from each other near the window. 

“So tell me about yourself,” he asked.

“Not much to tell,” I answered, quickly giving him a smirk. It was easy to flirt with him like you would do a friend. I hadn’t yet felt sparks, but certainly I wasn’t repulsed by him either.

“How about where you are from?”

Thus far, I hadn’t been recognized. The headlines that hit the U.S. weren’t big enough to make international news and I’d been pleased by that. I’d been watching the news via the Internet. Although I’d been named, they hadn’t yet done an exposé on my community. Part of that had been the ice storm that plagued the east coast and an earthquake that wasn’t quite a destructive one on the west coast. I hated to be thankful of natural disasters, but I was glad the focus wasn’t on me.

I decided on the truth. “Pennsylvania,” I finally answered. “How about you?” I quickly diverted the question so that he wouldn’t ask a follow-up. 

“San Francisco,” he replied.

My eyes lit up. On the inside I’d cringed before he answered, thinking if he was involved in big business, he would most likely say New York. I’d hoped he’d say the next obvious answer, Chicago, which would have been fine and far enough away from me that I’d most likely not cross his path in the future. However, I hadn’t at all guessed San Francisco.

“I’ve always wanted to go there.” The winding streets, hills and trolley cars were all intriguing to me. 

“You’ll have to look me up whenever you decide to visit.”

I nodded and was grateful when the waiter came to take our order. Brian helped my indecision. I selected something I’d never tried before, at least at any American Italian restaurant, but one I thought I would enjoy.

Once the waiter was gone, I quickly asked him a question before he could ask me. “So what do you do that brings you all the way to Ireland?”

“My family owns a bunch of businesses. One of them produces ale.”

My eyes widened. He kept surprising me. “Any that I may be familiar with?”

“Possibly,” he said cryptically. Part of me wanted to press on. Yet, I didn’t want him prying into my life either. 

“What about you? Something tells me that you aren’t just a barista.”

“No, this is kind of like a mini vacation. I’m actually an accountant.” Why had I gone and told him that? It was the way he disarmed me with just a smile, I concluded.

It was his turn to be surprised. His eyebrows arched perfectly. “An accountant.”

I shrugged. “I love numbers.”

“Are you on vacation from work?”

This is where things got complicated with my answers. Still I found myself saying, “Actually, once I go back, I’ll be in search of a new job.”

“See there is a reason why you said yes to my offer of dinner tonight.” He waved off my speculative gaze. “I have a friend I went to college with who majored in accounting. He owns a small boutique accounting firm. I don’t know if he’s hiring, but he may know of someone who is. His firm is based out of DC, which isn’t far from Pennsylvania.”

It was far from New York and that might be a good thing. He reached in his pocket for something. The next thing I knew, he pulled out a business card. He wrote something on the back after consulting his cell. 

“This is my card. My friend’s name and contact information is on the back. Be sure to tell him I passed his information on to you.” 

“Thanks, I think,” I said.

“Don’t worry. I won’t stalk you. As much as I’ve been begging you to go out with me, it usually doesn’t take that much effort for me to get a date.”

“Vain much?” 

He laughed and shook his head. “Sorry, that came out all wrong. I just didn’t want you to think I would be harassing you. You are a beautiful woman, but there are other beautiful women in the world.” Something must have showed in my face and he blushed, actually turning red. “I’m a bumbling idiot. I can’t seem to think straight when I’m around you.”

It was kind of cute and I caught myself looking at his mouth and wondering what it would be like to kiss him. 

“It’s okay. I think I understood what you were trying to say.”

We laughed and just like that things were back to easy. Our conversation changed and he talked about what it was like to grow up in San Francisco. I glossed over my life in Pennsylvania, using words like simple and easy, and saying that my parents liked to grow their own food, but leaving out that we had an actual farm.

By the time we made it back, the café was closed. Somehow, Brian ended up walking me all the way to my door. All three doors on each floor inside this section of the building were locked by deadbolt. Furthermore, I trusted Brian. I just didn’t peg him as a killer. 

“Thanks for the nice evening,” I said, facing him with my back to the door.

“Yeah, I’m sorry it took so long for us to do this. It’s kind of nice to hang out with a fellow American.”

I liked that he didn’t say something cheesy and compliment me in some way. A tension grew. It wasn’t the kind that made me want to say goodnight. The way his look darkened, like he wanted to devour me, had my insides tighten. 

Okay, so it had been almost a month since I’d been kissed or touched by a man. Was I that much of a slut that I was ready to give it up to a complete stranger? That thought made me think of Kalen, and I quickly pushed him back to the recess of my mind. Clearly my sexual choices had caused all my problems of late. Hadn’t I learned my lesson?

Still, when his head bent down and his eyes questioned me, I leaned up to meet his lips. They were warm and softly probed mine. It wasn’t all bad. In fact, it was really nice. When I closed my eyes and gave him entrance, I felt his arms snake around my waist. I reached up as he deepened our kiss and cupped the back of his neck, needing some kind of control.

His hand slightly lowered on my waist and I lifted on my tiptoes. It must have been some sort of approval. Next thing I knew, I was pushed back into the door. One of his hands slid over my hip and down to the hem of my skirt. The air began to touch higher and higher on my thigh. Things were moving at light speed. 

When I started analyzing what he was doing and not enjoying the moment, I knew I wasn’t ready. I let my feet fall back and let my hands fall to my sides. He quickly stepped back.

“Sorry,” he said breathing hard. His hand rubbed at the back of his neck like he could still feel my touch there. “I didn’t walk you up here for that. Not that I wouldn’t be on board…”

“I’m sorry, Brian. I like you. But this is kind of moving too fast for me.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry too.” He paused after taking one step back. “You have my card. If you’re ever in San Francisco, please call. And not because I want to sleep with you, well…”

I laughed. “I understand. Night.”

“Night,” he said laughing too and turned to take the stairs. I waited on the landing, hearing his footfalls down the two flights until I heard the front door close.

I opened up my apartment and stepped into the loneliness. It would have been easy to let him in and lose myself in a one night stand. I’d been there and done that. It wasn’t a good idea. Brian seemed like a really nice guy. He was good looking. I just didn’t feel the sparks the way I did with Kalen. I sighed. Would I always compare every man in the future to Kalen?

On the couch with my laptop, I decided it was time to work on my resume.






  

Twenty-Five

 

A calendar meeting alarm popped onto my screen. I didn’t often check my appointments regularly because my assistant was good at screening them and keeping me abreast when I needed to prepare.

Lizzy’s meeting was personal, that much I was sure of. In fact, I was surprised she hadn’t come sooner.

I sent a quick text to Griff, who’d traveled with me abroad to start grooming for more responsibility within the company. I wanted him to help me integrate my security company acquisition with all my current holdings. 

When my assistant buzzed me, I told her to send Lizzy in. Bailey’s best friend was a blonde knockout who wore confidence like a shield. In a former life, she was the type of woman that I’d gone for. When she breezed in, Violet, Bailey’s older sister, followed in her wake. 

Violet was also striking.  In causal jeans and shirt, she looked completely at odds from her appearance at her family compound weeks ago. Nearly waist length brown hair framed big doe eyes that could undoubtedly bring men to their knees.

“What brings you two here?” I asked cautiously. 

Before I’d spoken, Violet had sat in one of the two leather back chairs in front of my desk, while Lizzy marched up to face me. Her finger pointed down towards my desk, but she might as well have been pointing at me.

“No, the question is why are you here?” Her eyes were narrowed with patience that appeared thin. I could have sworn she had the look of a snake ready to strike.

“This is where I work.” I wasn’t stupid and it was obvious what she was implying. But there was no way I was giving in to her demands in my office.

My eyes traveled to Violet who looked a bit out of sorts. She was calm even though I knew she too wanted to know about her sister. Her hands where clasped in her lap and kept turning and twisting. She seemed uncomfortable with the threat of violence rolling off Lizzy in waves. 

“I can’t believe you left her there,” Lizzy spat, bringing my focus back to her.

“She’s safe,” I said, feeling the first stirring of my own anger. 

“All alone in a country she’s never been to.”

“She wanted to be there,” I quickly retort in a flat tone. And where the hell was Griff? I had another meeting and didn’t have time to explain myself.

Speak of the devil, the door opened without a word from my assistant. Griff was extremely good at distracting women and making them forget everything.

“What happened to Turner?” Lizzy demanded.

I shrugged. It wasn’t my place to tell. 

“Lasses,” Griff said. 

Lizzie turned. I couldn’t see her face, but her posture was tense and with hands on her hips. Griff was going to strike out if he tried his charms on her.

Violet, on the other hand, had the normal reaction women have to my best friend. Her eyes became saucers and she drank him all in. Griff, having noticed, smiled and headed in the direction of friendly fire.

He took her hand and kissed it. “I’m Griffith, Head of Security and Kalen’s paid friend. Who might you be?” I snorted at his jab.

“Violet,” she said. A faint brush began to color her cheeks. A shy one, I should warn her. Before I could Griff turned up the wattage on his smile.

“I might have guessed. You are as beautiful and delicate as a petal from a flower.”

“Oh please,” Lizzy said, watching the exchange with disgust. “Where did you get that from? A cheesiest line website?”

When Griff glanced back her way, I saw determination in his eyes. She was going to lose this round. 

“It’s too bad you’re Irish.”

“Irish,” she said. “I’m not Irish. Well, I may have some Irish, but I don’t have family from Ireland.” She appeared flustered for the first time under the weighty gaze Griff gave her.

“Aye. You look so much like what a man would expect to find at the end of the rainbow.”

Her eyebrows quirked. But Griff pressed on speaking while his eyes perused her body. “Hair of silken strands of pale gold, face and body so lovely with a shine from within, any man would want to hide you away from the rest of the world so only he could gaze at your flawlessness.”

Lizzy’s mouth did the fish talk. It opened and closed unable to think of a thing to say.

“You lovely ladies look ready for lunch. Let me take you out.” When he held out his hand to Violet, she was entranced and took it without remark. He gently pulled her to her feet. When he held out his other hand, Lizzy glared back at me.

Her parting words were, “You bring her back and make this right.”

Then she took Griff’s hand and let him lead her out. 

Just when they made it to the door, I heard Griff ask, “Do either of you speak French?” 

I shook my head. I knew what was coming. And he might have been charming enough to pull it off. Both of the girl answered no. Lizzy sounded cautious with her response. She was smart. 

Griff then said, “Voulez-vous coucher avec moi?”

I distinctly heard two rapid thuds and Griff’s umph. Chuckling, he added, “I just had to ask.”

Violet’s giggle spoke volumes. She was definitely under the guy’s spell. Lizzy, however, began to speak but not loud enough for me to hear as my office door closed. If Lizzy gave him a hard time, I would pay for this later. And if he got lucky with either or both, he’d pay me.






  

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

My time in Ireland was filled with important firsts. It was the first time I’d truly been on my own and the first time I’d lived alone. It had been scary at first. When I’d taken the plane to Dublin, I was certain Kalen would find me and Turner would join me. Neither had. And aloneness soon sank in. However, after a time, when no one came after me, I knew that having independence was something that I needed despite my regular nightmares.

I dreamed of being bound and gagged by Kevin and Kitty. Sometimes he would be the one to defile me, other times it would be his female partner. Each time I’d wake with a pounding heart and damp skin from sweat, which is why I hardly fell asleep on purpose. Usually, I drifted off while reading or surfing the Internet.

Not ready to go to sleep after that night with Brian, I’d spent the rest of that evening updating my resume. I even constructed an e-mail to Brian’s friend, introducing myself and how I’d come to get his information. It was a huge step for me because I wasn’t sure what Brian might have said to his friend after the outcome of our date.

What shocked me was that his friend contacted me the day after I’d hit send on the e-mail I’d agonized over. I hadn’t been sure I was ready to jump back into the work force. Yet I knew that I couldn’t hide away forever. 

Apparently Brian had stayed true to his word and had given his friend a heads up about me. After a phone call, then a Skype interview, I was given a tentative offer until after the results of a background check. I’d been honest about my part in the audit scandal with Kalen’s company. My new boss had been impressed with my candor and my tenacity, not put off by it. It probably also benefited me that I’d gotten a recommendation from my first supervisor in Boston, the one who helped me get transferred to the New York office.

It was a week into my new life in Washington, DC that I attended a work celebration. The hoopla was over completing one of our larger clients’ audits. We had a private room at the Palm Restaurant outside of DC in McLean, Virginia. It was a dinner as much for my colleagues as it was for our clients, who’d also been invited. I’d spent the week with this particular engagement learning the ropes and how my new firm handled things. It was much like my previous job in many ways and very different in others.

I’d excused myself to the ladies’ room when my stomach rebelled from all the food I’d eaten. I hadn’t been feeling well over the last few weeks. In fact, I’d been lethargic and my appetite hadn’t been high. I assumed my body was readjusting to the place and time change. However, tonight, I began to think maybe I had some sort of virus. Airplanes were perfect places to catch illnesses due to the confined space.

Once I stepped out of the bathroom, I’d been inside my head searching for an excuse I could make to leave early. I had an urge to lie down for a while. Caught up in my thoughts, I hadn’t been paying attention and stepped into a massive chest.

“Sorry,” I said, not bothering to look up. I was embarrassed and didn’t want to see the person I might have offended. I tried to step around when whoever it was snagged my arm.

“Where are you going, Lass?”

That voice had been on repeat in my fantasies for weeks, and I knew it well. I took my time lifting my gaze from the very nice shoes he wore to his gorgeous face.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, like I’d been stalking him.

Had the synapses in my brain been firing, I would have come up with a snarky or witty comment about the free world so I didn’t looked affected by his presence. But that wasn’t the case. I was far from unaffected.

Instead, I’d zeroed in where our bodies connected. His fingers were wrapped around my arm and I knew just how talented those fingers were. His leg pressed to mine where he caged me in. The reminder of power he could wield with his legs as he fucked me made me swallow. My body responded in ways readying itself for his invasion to conquer me.

“Lass, I asked you a question.”

And dumb me found pleasure in him calling me Lass. I wasn’t sweetheart or Bailey. I was back to Lass. “I’m going home.” I said it softly as I met his stare.

We stood in the hall for a few long seconds with nothing but silence between us. He didn’t appear any more ready to go than I wanted to leave. His heady gaze left mine in favor of searching around for something or someone. The someone idea had me feeling sick again. How could I not be over this man?

He’d found whatever it was he’d been searching for and went on the move with me snared in his grip. He opened a door and tugged me in what appeared to be another private room much like the one my firm was using but smaller. The only light came through the barely open blinds from the wall of windows opposite the door. He stopped just inside and closed the blinds that faced the hallway we’d entered from. He turned the lock on the door and I stepped out of his grip. My brain finally made sense of my situation.

“What are you doing?” I asked incredulously.

He cocked his head in challenge. “I’m going to have you and you’re going to let me.” 

My eyebrows rose with his frankness. His hand fisted and opened repeatedly. It caught my attention drawing my eyes from the man on a mission expression he wore. Turmoil of anxious confusion caused my heart to race. I met his eye and saw the decision he made. He wanted me no matter what the cost. It would be me that would pay with emotional currency I didn’t have. I would end up with a broken heart because in no way did he look like he wanted a reconciliation. 

I stepped back and met the wall perpendicular to the door. It was a mistake. I swiftly angled my body so that it was my shoulder not my back that was touching the barrier and I began to slowly walk backwards.

“You think after all you did in Scotland and then ignoring me, I’m going to have sex with you… here… ever?” That last word was said far too weakly for my liking. It was too late to take it back and try for stronger and more resolved.

“I think you want me.” He looked pointedly down at my shirt.

Stopping, I gazed down and noticed what he had. Beaded peaks poked through the clingy fit of my sweater, giving away my excitement. I closed my eyes for a second. It was a good thing he hadn’t felt the dampness under my skirt… Skirt. One of Kalen’s first demands of me was that I should always wear one for him so he’d have easy access. Crap, crap, crap. Why hadn’t I worn pants tonight? Because I had no idea I would see him tonight, I thought logically.

He stalked forward. I headed nowhere fast. The door was in the opposite direction. He easily caught me in my feeble retreat. 

“Kalen,” I pleaded.

“This is going to happen.” His hand cupped and angled my head for what I thought was going to be a kiss. I turned away, knowing that was far too much intimacy and I would crumble beneath him. He hadn’t professed his undying love for me. He’d demanded sex. 

“So not going to happen,” I said, trying to find my courage to deny him. I withdrew from his touch and moved towards the opposite wall.

“You are delaying the inevitable, Lass. This thing between us gets settled tonight.”

Like a predator, he ghosted up behind me and snaked an arm around my waist. Effectively, he stopped my forward progress and my traitorous body leaned back into his warmth. His possessive touch wormed its way under my shirt starting the countdown to my detonation. My fuse was lit, my core on full alert. With his heat at my back, there was no denying my need. My longing for this man made me weak in the knees. I knew what he could do, damn it and my body crave it.

His other hand disappeared under my skirt, which rose up with his movement. It took milliseconds for his talented fingers to stroke my nub with circular patterns. It didn’t take long for him to bring me to the brink only to stop. 

“What do you want Lass?” he dared.

Damn him and his sexy brogue. “You,” I cried in my frustration. It had been far too long since he had his hands on me. 

He began to rub my clit once again hearing the response he’d wanted. Then he dipped a solitary finger inside me. Stubbornly, I bit back a moan, not wanting to give him any more response than I’d already had. 

Just as quickly as his finger glided inside, it slid out my silky depths. If I’d wanted to beg for him to do that some more, I wasn’t given the chance. He surprised me by smearing my arousal across my lips. “Taste yourself,” he commanded with his cheek pressed to mine. He reciprocated by sucking that same finger in his mouth, and didn’t that just turn me on more. Kalen was good at all things when it came to pushing my buttons. Imagining myself spread eagle before him made me wetter.

“You know what to say to stop this. It’s universal.”

With that, he spun me around to face him. The green of his eyes was lost in both the dimness of the room and the desire in them. I could have been turned off by his rough handling as he threaded his fingers in my hair. Instead, I grew more aroused the longer he held on. My body was trained for his touch no matter what he offered. I should have been stronger and left. Yet I wanted him any way I could get him. In the end, I feared my surrender and hoped I wouldn’t be hurt emotionally in the process.

With a fist full of my hair, he tugged back releasing gasp, not a protest, from my throat. He pushed up my skirt with his other hand and tugged off my offending underwear as if it was tissue paper. My thong never stood a chance.

Like the very first time we had sex, I was amazed at what he could do one handed. He freed himself in record time. When he finally let go of my hair, he quickly lifted me up. Without any more foreplay other than the raw tension between us, he impaled me on his cock. My body was so ready for him. There wasn’t much resistance other than adjusting to his size, his thickness, him. He stood holding me by his own strength without plastering me to a wall. 

My head fell back and another sigh, something akin to being home again, left my lips. He lifted me up and down upon him as if I weighed nothing. The delicious friction caused small moans to fill the room that I was unable to suppress.

He squeezed my hips as he pistoned in and out of me. At one point he gave me a sting of a slap on my ass. He said nothing. I took the hint of pain until I was lost again to pleasure from the way he had me angled. 

“Please, Kalen,” I whispered. I was so close. 

He paused in his movement, at least the fucking kind, and walked over to a table. I had a moment to wonder if I should have kept the plea to myself. He positioned me on my back, my legs on his chest with my feet on either side of his head. He angled my hips and thrust into me once more. One hand held me just where he wanted me to be. With the other hand he used his thumb to exert pressure of the orgasm kind against my small bundle of nerves. I fractured beneath him as he continued to relentlessly pound into me.

I wasn’t given time to come down from the pleasure before it built up in me again. He shoved up my sweater, letting cool air touch my skin. He adjusted my bra to expose my breast. Possessively he kneaded them and teased my nipples between his thumb and forefinger. Smoothly, his expert hand came back to my clit to bring forth another orgasm. It was two to zero, but his movements started to not be so controlled. His breaths started to come more erratically. 

Just as quickly as he orchestrated this, he stilled inside me. “I don’t have a condom, lass. You’ll have to do the honors.”

There wasn’t a bathroom inside this room. I felt as though I had no choice. I nodded and he pulled out, stirring the beginnings of another orgasm in me. I was suddenly on my knees with a massive cock staring me in the face. I could have been pissed. Maybe I should have been. But my mouth watered with the idea of taking him in and controlling his pleasure as he had mine.

I didn’t hesitate before I took as much of him as I could deeply. I tasted myself on his skin and didn’t mind it. I expertly took him in and out until he muttered, “Fuck,” in a way that unglued me.

Having power over this powerful man was worth the indignity of being told I would go down on him. And maybe there was a bit of guilt in my decision not to fight him as well. I could have left him to jerk himself off.

I swirled my tongue as I continued to bob up and down. His hand finally came to the back of my head to participate in guiding my rhythm on his length. I hollowed my cheeks as much as I could and opened my mouth as best I could. But Kalen was a big man. My teeth possibly grazed him lightly in the process. He didn’t seem to mind. 

“I’m coming,” he warned.

I reminded myself that spitters were quitters and took the huge load like a champ. I swallowed as each squirt detonated on my tonsils. 

When he was done and tried to pull out, I held onto him with the hand that helped work him into a frenzy. I continued to tease his sensitive head, causing him to buck a few times. I smiled at my control I had before finally releasing him.

He helped me to my feet. Then he proceeded to reverently straighten my clothes. He gently tucked my breast back in my bra and smoothed my sweater and skirt to rights. I stood, not knowing what was next. I was confused by his actions. He’d been so demanding and rough in the beginning, now he was acting like I was a porcelain doll.

His fingers cupped my face in his hand and stroked my cheek with one thumb. This time I hoped he might kiss me. I wanted the intimacy, to feel closer to him, like this could be a beginning and not an end. I still loved this man. He stared at me like he wanted to. Then he turned away, unlocked the door and stepped out. He hadn’t said a word. He’d fucked me and walked away. 






  

Twenty-Seven

 

With The Wall Street Journal splayed out in front of me like a tablecloth over my desk, I flexed it, causing it to fold halfway. Despite how easy it was to get an e-subscription, I enjoyed the feeling of a real newspaper in my fingers. I lifted it up, creating a half barrier between me and the empty chairs in front of me in order to read an article lower on the page. 

I felt scarred by my night with Bailey. Touching her had only opened a wound and created more of a need for her particular kind of bandage. It hadn’t been a total shock to see her. I knew the Lass had been back in the states through my daily updates from my security team. Unfortunately, I hadn’t known she’d be there. After reading the first report of her in Dublin, I stopped reading the details of her day. It felt intrusive. More than that, I needed to get her out of my head. So I only read the summary information about her location and status. 

Alas, I also didn’t read the up-to-the-minute reports on her. Otherwise I would have known she was at that restaurant. The fact was I’d chosen that particular place for my dinner meeting on purpose. It wasn’t near a subway stop and was away from downtown. That made it highly unlikely I would run in to her. Fate obviously had other plans. Not needing a reminder of what I’d done, I’d skipped over this morning’s report that detailed what happened to her yesterday. 

Briefly I’d considered seeing if our tryst had been noted and opted not to. As far as I knew, they didn’t spy on her every move. They just ensured she safely made it place to place because they considered the current threat level to her in the yellow zone. That translated to cautious and didn’t require her to have a bodyguard at her side.

It was looking more and more like the other party or parties involved with skimming money from my company might not have a vested interest in Bailey. My security team thought it was likely that her supervisor acted as a lone wolf in respect to her kidnapping. Once I knew who had taken her, I’d informed them of the interest he’d shown towards her. The fact that she’d brought his scheme down coupled with his attraction to her had most likely caused him to mentally break. At least that was the consensus of law enforcement and my security team.

A mental image of seeing Bailey last night blurred the words I’d been reading. Her hair like woven threads of fire around her lovely face had made me momentarily tongue tied. Even after so much time, I’d been struck by her beauty in a way no other woman had before her. She had starred in many of a daydream of late and I had been powerless against my need to have her. In fact as that memory faded, a fantasy of her on my desk with her head thrown back as I pumped into her took its place. My desk phone buzzed dissolving that vision with an alert that my assistant was about to speak.

“Mr. Glenn.” I could almost see my most valuable employee with her jaw clench based on the way she’d said my name in a clipped tone. What’d pissed her off? I’d almost asked. She was normally unshakeable. “There is a woman here to see you.”

The only woman my normally stoic assistant referred to with a snarl was Kinsey St. Claire. I started to regret my arrangement with the woman. She probably decided that since I had avoided her phone calls all day, she would show up. Most likely she’d brought her dress for tonight’s engagement to make sure I coordinated with her.

“Send her in.” 

My shield went up as I converted my face to a bored expression after depressing the intercom button. Kinsey was a stunning woman and knew it. She was also forward, a bit brash, and incredibly annoying when she wanted to be.

“Don’t forget you have an appointment in ten minutes.” I was certain that was a subtle way my assistant let Kinsey know she didn’t have an appointment. I chuckled to myself, keeping my head down, and tried to finish reading the article I’d begun.

The door opened and closed. When I didn’t hear the click click of heels against the hardwood floor, I lowered the paper. The crinkling effect shattered the silence of the room.

Before me had to be an apparition. It felt more like a dream than reality. Still, my mask of indifference was the armor I needed. She stalked towards me with her red hair fanned over her shoulders against the neutral tan trench coat she wore. 

She looked like she wanted to cut my balls off, which was probably why my assistant sounded ticked. No doubt she’d informed Bailey that she couldn’t see me without an appointment. My dick would have hardened at the idea of Bailey’s determination to get to me, if it wasn’t already like granite at the mere sight of her.

“Why are you here?” I asked, grateful my voice was not betraying my need for her. In fact, her steps stuttered and halted for a second at my apathy before she continued her pursuit.

“Why do you think?” She tried to sound mad, but it came off kind of cute. “You show up and fuck me only to walk away.”

“What did you expect, a commitment?” I laughed like that was ludicrous and it was. I watched her face fall.

For all her bravado, Bailey didn’t have a mean bone in her body. 

“You should go back to Bethesda.” I watched as she processed that information. She worked in DC, but lived in an apartment north of the city in Maryland. “Yes, I know exactly where you are. If I wanted you, I would have come for you.”

I waited for her resolute mask to completely shatter. I waited in vain. Bailey had a trump card even I couldn’t have expected.

“I call bullshit,” she stated. A finger slid from her neck all the way to the belt of her coat. She undid it with the quickness of a professional. When the fabric parted, milky white skin was displayed.

“Lass,” I said in a strangled voice. I followed the line of uncovered skin from the base of her neck to the curve of her breasts with unrevealed nipples. Even though I couldn’t see the rosy buds, I had enough pictures in my head to imagine them hard and begging for my mouth.

“I know you still want me like I want you.” Her voice sounded smug.

There were many things I could have said with my cock straining in the confines of my pants. There were truths I could impart as an honest man. But a vision of Bailey and Turner, which hadn’t rescued me last night, came to my defensive today.

“I had an itch. I scratched it yesterday. You should cover yourself up before you embarrass yourself.” I sounded cold even to myself.

I watched as her hands shook while she defeatedly began to button her coat. Her lip trembled slightly and part of me wanted to apologize. The other part wanted her far, far away. I couldn’t get her out of my head if she was this close.

“Hey, your assistant wasn’t at your desk,” a voice said from behind Bailey.

To the left of her, I saw my next appointment come through my door. Bailey’s coat wasn’t yet secure. I would have asked the guy to step out for a second if I hadn’t caught the changed expression on Bailey’s face. She stopped buttoning and quickly tied the coat closed with the belt. She turned and, to my horror, she strode forward and circled her arms behind his neck.

“Bailey,” he said. And how in the fuck did he know her? With my fist at my side, I found myself standing. I didn’t remember moving from my seat. 

He and I had attended Wharton together in Pennsylvania. However, I didn’t get the impression Bailey had left her family compound that often. So how did he know her?

“Brian, I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” Her voice nearly purred and was very unlike the tone she’d used with me.

“It is a small world. How do you two…” He paused. I knew the moment he put it together. “You’re Kalen’s Bailey.”

She looked ready to protest and I stopped stalking towards the two. My office had become larger since he put his hand around her waist. It was taking far too long for me to reach them. With murder on the brain, I started to wonder where I could hide his body.

When I’d gotten within three feet of them, Bailey recognized the look on my face. She stepped out of his hold. I smiled, knowing I’d trained her well.

This all apparently happened too fast for Brian. He was still putting into words what was a part of my past to notice her retreat.

“You’re the Bailey who discovered the embezzlement,” he said with a finger pointed in her direction. 

“How do you two know each other?” I interrupted because I needed to assess his threat level. And not the threat to her safety, but to his.

“We met in Ireland. Her hair had been black,” he said to me. “I think I like it better red.” This time his words were directed to her. His eyes darkened with what had to be sexual desire. If he only knew I was considering ending his existence, would he continue on the path he was on?

It may have been that I was within striking distance that he finally asked, “Are you two together?”

Automatically and in unison, Bailey and I both said, “No.” Which was a lie. My heart hadn’t given her up. The proof of which was that I had already devised a half dozen ways I could kill him without him making a sound in just a few seconds. My brain, however, knew better.

“That’s great then,” he said, with far too much jubilant delight. “Maybe you could help me out?” I no longer existed. He was giving her his full attention. 

She turned and faced him, effectively pushing me out of the conversation. Hell, I should have left my office to give them privacy for all they seemed to notice me being there. Jealousy was going to drive me insane.

“I know this is short notice. My date for tonight canceled because she has the flu. Would you do me the honor of going out with me tonight?”

“She—,” I began.

“I’d love to,” she answered. Just when I was sure I’d have to say something to remind them of my presence, she turned and smirked at me. She didn’t catch my irritated glance because she strode over to my desk, her coat parting between her legs as her strides became more purposeful. I was keenly aware that she was naked underneath. She was lucky Brian didn’t get the view I did. The idea that Brian would have a shot at touching her made my molars grind.

When she sat in my chair, my mind wandered to what I could be doing to her on my desk. I rather relished the thought of having her spread before me while I feasted on her wet pussy.

“You look great in that chair,” Brian said. 

“She does,” I heard myself mutter. Neither was paying attention to me because Brian continued without missing a beat.

“I bet you’ll make an excellent CEO one day.”

“Thanks.” Her smile lit up the room in a way that made my heart race. She plucked one of my business cards from my desk. She marked the front with quick slashes. She quickly wrote words on the back. Then she stood. She brushed by me on her way back to Brian. She handed him my card with her information on the back.

“This is my number. Call me and I’ll text you directions to where I’m staying.”

“Seven,” he said after a heavy swallow. Had he gotten a glimpse of her nakedness? I took another involuntary step forward.

“I’ll see you then,” she said. 

Her eyes never looked back to me as she strode out my office and my life.






  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

“Lizzy,” I said desperately into the phone. “What’s the security code?”

“Security code for what?” 

I shook my head. “I’m here in New York at your door and the thing is beeping at me.”

“Oh shit, you’re in New York?”

“Lizzy,” I chided not wanting to have cops show up at the door.

She rattled off some numbers and I punched them in. “Where are you?” 

“I’m in Chicago. If I’d known you were coming, I would have stayed in town.”

“I didn’t know I was coming,” I admitted. 

“What’s going on?” 

“Where’s Violet?” I asked ignoring her question. Kalen had flustered me. My whole plan of seducing him and given him the brush-off backfired. Who knew the world was so small that I’d run into Brian?

“She’s here with me. Hans had a photo shoot.”

“What’s going on, Bailey?” Lizzy asked again.

A heavy sigh left my chest. Then I told my best friend everything. Violet was on speaker, making it only once I had to explain. 

“Sorry, Bails,” Violet chimed in. “He’s an asshole. You should have stayed with Turner.”

“Turner never called me,” I reminded her.

“They’re both asses,” Lizzy said. I smiled because she always had my back, even if it was my sister getting digs in. 

I knew Violet meant well. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry, Bails. I love you. And I thought Turner was the right guy. But none of this is your fault. You can’t help who you love.”

“Thanks Vi,” I said. “I love you too. How’s Matt?” I had to tease her back even if I was still rattled.

“She’s so blushing,” Lizzy said.

We talked for a bit longer before I had to get ready for my date. It was good I hadn’t officially moved out of Lizzy’s apartment. I still had some clothes I could wear in the closet. Freshly showered, I’d just stepped into my dress when a knock came at my door. Brian was early, was my first thought.

I tried to reach the zipper but couldn’t. It sucked again Lizzy wasn’t here. The knock came again. I headed towards the door.

“I’m sorry,” I said, opening the door but stupidly not looking at the person behind it. Giving Brian my back, I said, “Do you mind zipping me up?”

The door clicked closed before a hand cupped my shoulder and the other touched the small of my back.

“Kalen,” I breathed because there was no mistaking his touch.






  

Chapter Twenty-Nine


 

Fingertips danced at my nape before traveling down and stopping midway. “You’re not wearing a bra.”

His touch elicited a shiver. I should have stopped his hand from gliding under the parted fabric of my dress and around to cup my breast. My yearning for his touch kept my lips firmly shut. A nimble hand yanked the hem of my dress up, revealing the lacy boy shorts I wore.

“Fuck, Lass.” His breath fanned over my neck. “I could bend you over right now.”

The haziness that clouded my brain with his seduction fractured. “Fuck you, Kalen,” I said, stepping away from him with all the will I could muster.

Pivoting on my heels, I faced him.

“That’s exactly what I want to do,” he confessed with a sly grin.

The knock on my door saved me. This time it had to be Brian. I’d given my doorman the okay to buzz him up. Which is why I thought it was him earlier. I shouldn’t have assumed that, since Kalen had upgraded our security, he would have free reign to come and go. Even if I’d thought of that, his actions earlier wouldn’t have given me any clue he would show up.

My feet began a path ready to open the door to my reprieve. Kalen stepped in my way. 

“Don’t let him touch you,” he said under his breath.

Eyes narrowed, not wanting Brian to hear, I murmured, “You don’t have a say.”

I stepped around him and gave him my back as another fuck you. He proceeded to stop my progress again and I felt my zipper go rise along with his fingers grazing my skin in the process. He pressed himself against my back as the zipper hit home.

Another knock came. I jerked away and fumbled at unlocking the door. Kalen was there in an instant, crowding me, making my every nerve tingle. He turned the lock I couldn’t seem to manage and stepped back while warning again, “Don’t let him touch you.” 

So many foul epithets wanted to leave my lips, but he’d timed his statement perfectly. I could say nothing because I’d already cracked the door opened. With my date standing right on the other side, he would hear everything I said.

“Brian,” I said sweetly, stepping into his open embrace. It was another fuck you to the man who stood behind me.

My date came to a stuttering stop inside the doorway of the apartment. Instead of my name it was “Kalen.” Brian sounded surprised to see him there with me. His eyes bounced between us as he solved the equation of what Kalen plus me equaled.

When I stepped back, he asked, “Am I interrupting something?” The gears were continuing to turn in his brain. He was putting two and two together and would most certainly come up with four.

“No,” I said emphatically. 

“You sure?” he scrutinized, giving Kalen a quick glance. “I don’t want to step on anyone’s toes.”

“No,” I repeated. “In fact, Kalen was just leaving.” It was my attempt to try to put the kibosh on the awkwardness.

Kalen in fact didn’t move. However, Brian’s attention was firmly back to me. His inquiring eyes softened a bit as he took me in. 

Seeing his admiring gaze, I did a little twirl. “You like?” I asked before I could wonder how much patience Kalen had.

“I do,” Brian said. “You are certainly going to be the most beautiful woman at dinner tonight.” His words might have been directed at me while capturing my gaze. However, as he said them, he flicked his attention to Kalen for a brief second.

“We should go,” I said. “I’m sure Kalen has somewhere else to be.” My words were punctuated with meaning. 

Brian answered, “He didn’t tell you? We’re all going out together. His date’s already in the limo. He was next in line to pick up.”

I spun around to narrow my eyes at Kalen, who looked completely unflustered. He’d planned this. I would bet my life on it. “No, he didn’t tell me. I guess he forgot.” I heard the sarcasm in my voice. It was too late to take it back.

“This was already planned before Brian asked you along,” Kalen said impassively. 

Pivoting, I directed my gaze forward again. “We should leave then.” I headed to the door. Brian’s hand met the small of my back. I had the door open just a smidge before it swung out of my hand to open wide. I turned to see Kalen’s menacing eyes. I rolled my own but stepped forward, making my way to the elevator, leaving Brian to catch up. Kalen wouldn’t do anything to him, would he?

The elevator ride could have been labeled as one from hell. It seemed like the entire building was headed out for the night. As more passengers piled on at each floor down, Kalen helped make room by tugging me back towards him. With each stop more space was put between me and Brian. I ended up on opposite sides of the cab from my date, pressed more and more to Kalen like fly paper. 

I should have been amused to find out Kalen was a stone cold liar. He couldn’t deny he wasn’t affected by me. His erection pushed against my back, letting me know just how much he’d bullshitted me earlier in his office. More and more his words at that time didn’t make sense as his strong arms wrapped around me possessively. Extending this torment, the elevator just about stopped on every floor on the way down. 

Kalen took the opportunity to tease me when I couldn’t protest or fight back without drawing attention to us. His hand glided easily from my hips to the front of my thighs. He tugged up my dress despite my efforts to stop him. He even managed to slip a finger to the center of my panties to rub skillfully. My head dropped back to his chest involuntarily. 

Thank god for eighty-year-old Ms. Heartly, my neighbor a floor below me, who was chatting up Brian. He graciously bobbed his head in agreement while listening attentively to whatever she was saying. I was nearing panting from Kalen’s ministrations when she showed Brian her miniature poodle.

“Kalen,” I admonished, speaking somewhere between a whisper and regular tone. 

A gasped escaped me when he pushed a finger underneath and inside me. “Wet for me already?” he whispered in my ear with a self-satisfied tone.

The elevator finally opened to the lobby with a ding and suddenly the cab began to empty. Brian was still listening while he stepped out, helping Ms. Heartly. Kalen and I were last to leave. I spun on my heels, and slapped him hard across the face before I stormed off. I forced myself to find a smile to give to Brian. He glanced up from his conversation with a grin of his own. He held out a hand and I took it in rebelliousness of Kalen’s orders. 

Immediately, I was sucked into the tale Ms. Heartly was sharing about losing her poodle. Apparently, the poor thing got on the elevator yesterday before she did and the doors closed between them. It was a harrowing experience for them both. The poodle still held an alarmed expression nearly quivering in her arms.

I was jostled in place when a hand landed hard on my backside. The noise of which was muffled by the poodle toy like barks. Brian was still giving the older woman his attention and didn’t notice when Kalen spoke in my ear. “That’s for letting him touch you. This is my last warning, or I’ll take out my anger on him.”

My jaw dropped as Kalen continued outside unperturbed. Brian being a gentleman was still giving the older woman his full attention. When we finally got free from my former neighbor, he walked me out, none the wiser about what happened. 

I moved forward, evading his touch and feeling foolish. Why was I letting Kalen dictate to me? He had a date, for goodness sake. 

The driver was a tall man who could double as a bodyguard sporting dark shades. As he opened the door for us, I made a silent vow not to glower at Kalen’s date. I wouldn’t know this woman. And it wasn’t her fault she would be caught in the crosshairs of whatever was going on between us. I had manners and I would somehow use them.

Inside, I came face to face with a woman I never thought to see in person, the heiress. She was stunning with black hair off to one side coiffed in waves worthy of any shampoo commercial. She was the woman Kalen had taken up with days after I left. Jealousy bubbled up in me. 

Reaching out a hand, I graciously said, “I’m Bailey.” My face hurt from the smile that I forced there. I wasn’t mad at her. How could she know or care about me? I was angry at Kalen for dating her so soon after I left. Just because I’d told him to move on didn’t mean he had to after claiming to love me. 

“Kinsey St. Claire,” she said, giving my hand a quick shake that was barely more than a limp wrist action. I was used to the professional, stiff two-pump handshakes. But my face held onto a painted on smile.

We sat on the only empty bank of seats, which faced the door. A hand moved out in front of me, diverting my attention. “Hi, I’m Suz,” the woman said who sat across from me. She had a very distinct New York accent with red hair like mine, until I spotted brown roots that were the color of her eyebrows. I was struck that she didn’t say Suzie or Suzanne, but call me Suz.

“Griffith,” the blond, severely handsome guy sitting next to her said. I remembered him briefly from the pub in Scotland, but we’d never been introduced.

I was in very mixed company. From the very rich Kinsey, to a woman like me, and Suz, or so I assumed. I didn’t know her story, but she didn’t sit all prim and proper. I figured I’d found my friend for the night.

At dinner, I was sandwiched between Brian and Suz at a round table, which was fine by me. Kalen was across from me, silent but staring. Brian was pulled into conversation with the billionaire’s daughter who sat on his other side.

Suz and I got into a conversation about hair color. She was impressed with mine. That only led to an uncomfortable explanation that my hair was naturally that color. It wasn’t a great “dye” job as she’d praised. Suz turned out to be a good sport about it which relieved me.

“So Bailey, how do you know Brian?” Griffith asked, pointedly. Kalen apparently hadn’t told his best friend I was coming to dinner because I assume that question would have already been answered. Kalen probably assumed his threats were going to work.

Brian took the opportunity to answer. “I met her in Ireland at this great little café.” He grinned in recollection. “I went there one morning because the café I normally frequented was too crowded and I’d been in a hurry that day. There she was. I made a point to come back every day.”

I found myself eyeing Kalen covertly for his response. Like him, I hadn’t known this part of Brian’s story. I watched with a spike of fear as Kalen’s knuckles went white around the steak knife he held.

Griffith, however, wasn’t done. His motivation was for blood, mine. I couldn’t tell if he was complimenting Brian or disparaging me. In his thick accent, he said, “Oh, I bet with a handsome guy like yourself, she jumped at the opportunity to go out with you.”

Bullets of mass destruction left my eyes. Griffith had just made it clear he wasn’t my biggest fan. And what had I done to him? He met my gaze and mine didn’t waver.

Brian, as it turned out, was good-natured. Unfazed, he answered, “Not exactly. In fact, I didn’t think she’d ever crack. It wasn’t until I told her I was leaving the next day for the U.S. that she finally agreed.”

“Is she any good in bed?” Griffith threw out there.

I stood fuming, thinking if I’d been a dog, I would have been foaming at the mouth, ready to tear into the guy. “What is your problem?” I asked.

Brian looked between Griffith and me. Being the smart guy, Brain began puzzling the pieces together. “This is your first time to the U.S. in a while. And Bailey’s working in DC. When did the two of you meet?”

The light was dawning on everyone at the table. Griffith hadn’t been subtle with his tone or questions. All the while, Kalen said nothing. That didn’t go unnoticed by me. 

Griff sneered as if relishing sharing this information. “I met her when Kalen brought her to Scotland before she deceptively fled to Ireland.”

I didn’t wait to see the light dim in Brian’s eyes. He had to have put it together that Kalen and I had lied to him. I grasped the napkin from my lap as I stood up and tossed it onto my plate. I headed for the nearest waiter or waitress to direct me to the ladies’ room. 

Inside, I turned the water to cold. I let my fingers get numb before I placed them on my closed eyelids. Damn, my makeup. I could feel my eyes puff with unshed tears. I wouldn’t let Griffith or Kalen make me cry.

A hand touched my shoulder and I looked into a friendly face. “It’s okay, huh, I told the jackass he was an ass.”

Something between a sob and a laugh escaped me. “Thanks.”

“Ever since I met the man, he talks about his friend constantly. I thought maybe he was in the closet the way he goes on and on about Kalen this, and Kalen that. But the man can screw. So I told myself if he swings the other way, why should I care? I’m getting my serving of O. And these days, more and more men are going both sides. And women too.”

The girl was speaking in a monologue, but at the same time I was happy she hadn’t asked if I was okay. 

“So the way I see it,” she continued, “he’s looking out for his friend. I saw the way he looks at you.”

“Griffith?” I asked. Not sure why I interrupted her diatribe.

“No Kalen. That man wants you for sure.”

Just then, the door opened and Kinsey sauntered in as if to add salt to my wound.

“So you’re my competition.” She was blunt; I had to give her that.

“No, I’m not. There is nothing going on between Kalen and me. And I’m not here to bust up whatever you’ve got going with him. I’m not even mad,” I said, not sure why I felt I had to say all that.

“Really?” she questioned skeptically.

“Really. I’m just here until tomorrow and then I go back to DC.”

“Awe,” Suz crooned. “I thought maybe we could hang out.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I actually kind of liked her. “We always have tonight.”

“How about we blow this joint and go dancing? I know just the place.” It wasn’t Suz who spoke. It was my competition. I didn’t want to think of her that way and I didn’t want to make this a party of six.

“Now that sounds like fun,” Suz chimed in.

Once we made it back to the table, everything changed. The guys looked anxious as we approached. Even Kalen watched me. I bet he wondered what I’d said about him to his date. 

Griff traded a glance with Kalen before he spoke to me. “I’m a shite.”

“What’s a shite?” Suz asked.

“Okay, wanker. I’m a wanker.”

“Wanker. We don’t talk like that here. Tell her you’re an asshole,” Suz insisted.

He gave her a smile that spoke volumes. He liked her, maybe even a lot.

“Fine. I’m an asshole.” It was funny how he tried to imitate her accent which made me partially smile. “I shouldn’t have said those things. I’m sorry.”

I nodded at him, not wanting to accept, but how could I not?

“That’s good, because we’re headed to the hottest club in New York,” Kinsey declared.






  

Chapter Thirty

 

It could have been Kalen or the billionaire’s daughter. But we walked from the limo straight to the door, bypassing the line of those who wanted inside. With barely a word, we were waved in. Brian and I were sandwich in between Kalen and the beauty queen in the front of our pack, with Griffith and Suz taking up the rear. 

Earlier, Brian had squeezed my hand under the table back at the restaurant shortly after my return from the bathroom. We hadn’t had an alone moment to talk, but I took that to mean, he wasn’t mad at me. It would be weird when we finally got alone and spoke. Then again, maybe Kalen had filled him in. Although I doubted he told Brian just how many orgasms he’d given me. Or maybe I could share with my date how many I had at night just dreaming about Kalen. Yeah, not so much. 

The guys had gone straight to a VIP room to talk business, which had been the purpose of tonight’s dinner I’d found out on the ride over. As an accountant, I knew how many golf games, dinner parties, and the like were written off because of an hour conversation about business. 

Suz and I decided to stay in the main part of the club. Kinsey surprised me. She apparently didn’t have a need to be the object of every guy’s attention because she stayed with us when I saw that she’d wanted to go with them. Go her, but with her killer looks, she could have any man she wanted. She had no need to make a nuisance of herself.

It didn’t take much after the dinner fiasco for the two of them to talk me into taking shots. I was at the point where I had no clue how many I’d downed. I assumed I was in a safe environment. Kalen was there. He would protect me, my drunken brain rationalized. Had I been sober, I would have known that to be a long shot.

“What is this called?” I slurred.

Suz giggled loudly, or so I thought. I caught her wide grin as I viewed the drink in front of me.

Kinsey, who’d drank as much as I, didn’t sound the least bit drunk. She answered, “It’s called a blow job.”

I threw my head back and giggled. Upside down, I met brilliant blue eyes. “What blue eyes you have,” I said, turning to face the guy right side up. He was cute and I didn’t have a boyfriend. There was no harm in flirting.

“The better to see your gorgeous face,” Mr. Blue Eyes said.

“You’re beautiful too,” I said wistfully. “And I don’t have a boyfriend. Do you have a boyfriend?”

His brows quirked. “No, I don’t have a boyfriend. How about dancing with me?”

“Sure,” I said, nodding, about to get to my feet.

A hand clamped down on my wrist. “Wait,” Kinsey said.

I mouthed in the most obvious slow way because it was loud and she probably couldn’t hear me. He is super cute. Kinsey nodded and Suz giggled. 

“But drink first,” Kinsey admonished.

“Oh, yeah,” I said to both Kinsey and the guy while I bounced like a bobble head. “I have to do a blow job first.”

He sputtered. And I continued to giggle. “You like blow jobs, right?” I asked him with as much seriousness as an intoxicated person could.

For the life of me in my drunken state, I didn’t know why he nodded while eying his friends. I turned around in my seat, hoping the guy would still be there when I finished with my drink.

“Wait,” Kinsey said still holding my arm. “You have to lick the whipped cream off the side and top and take the whole glass in your mouth and toss back the contents without using your hands.” Her instructions were confirmed by the bartender who was suddenly there. He was kind of cute too with spikey hair and tats showing like sleeves on his arm.

“And spitters are quitters, right guys,” I said before a chorus of shouts came from behind. When had we gotten an audience? No matter. “On three. One. Two. Three.”

Each of us had a shot before us. With hands clasped behind our backs, we went for it. I licked the foamy goodness and encased my mouth over the top, not bothering to scoop the rest of the cream out with my tongue. I tossed back my head with the shot glass firmly in my mouth. The liquid scalded my throat. I held my lids closed a second before my throat cleared everything. I set the glass back down and released my month. 

The bartender said, “And we have a winner.”

More shouts and I noticed the girls were done as well. I spun my chair around causing me to feel dizzy. Still I didn’t wait to hear which one of us won. “About that dance,” I said to blue eyes.

He helped me to my feet as I swayed. Off of the high bar stool, the guy towered over me. I didn’t have time to analyze him before he was leading me into the throng of bodies on either side of me swaying to the beat. I had no idea where I was going because only tall people came to this club.

All my cares didn’t seem to matter for the first time in months. Even though I missed Lizzy and Violet like crazy, Suz and Kinsey turned out to be way cool. I danced with abandonment, just working the beat around me.

The music took a down turn in tempo. It was kind of a dark and mysterious song. I’d worked off some of my buzz through the string of songs. Blue eyes pulled me close and rolled his hips over mine, staring at me with intense eyes. His focus was solely on me. I was caught, unable to decide what to do as his lips slowly and methodically came closer to mine. 

My first wild thought was that blue eyes was a vampire because suddenly he wasn’t there. I realized my assumptions were all wrong when green eyes replaced the blue ones and they weren’t at all happy to see me.

“Hey man,” the blue eyes protested, stumbling his way back over to where I was.

“Beat it,” Kalen threatened, not even bothering to look at him.

I spotted Kalen’s wing man, Griffith, eying the guy. Blue eyes rubbed at his jaw. Had Kalen punched him? Deciding two against one weren’t odds in his favor, blue eyes gave me one last mournful look. With pursed lips I nodded, letting the guy’s conscience free of any worry towards my safety. He loped off. Ire burned off more of my drunkenness. 

Griffith all but shouted. “I’ll find Brian, boyo.”

I turned, the last of my buzz soured. Kalen snaked an arm around my waist. “I warned you,” he said. “You’re lucky he didn’t kiss you.”

“You’re like a dog trying to mark your territory. You don’t want me. You just don’t want anyone to have me,” I sneered.

“That’s where you’re wrong.” He spoke in my ear. “I want you gone from my thoughts. But you just keep showing up.”

“Let me go and I’ll leave your sight.”

“Not until I have my fill.” He kissed me like he planned to screw me right here on the dance floor.

“You can’t have it both ways.” I protested pulling back.

With eyes that spoke of all the wicked promises he could fulfill, he weaved us through the crowd with a death grip on my arm. We entered a room labeled VIP. He didn’t stop there. He pulled us through another door off to the side.

“Should be familiar,” he said without raising his voice. I easily heard him because the music was just background noise in that space.

My hand rose, poised to slap him as he made the crude link to our first time together in a hotel bathroom stall. He clucked his tongue and shook his head. Obediently, I lowered my hand.

“Just tell me to stop,” he said, crowding me at the granite top of the vanity. It filled one end of the tiny restroom. My butt stopped at the edge. Smoothly he lifted me to sit atop the thing. With practiced hands, he spread my thighs apart as he wedged himself between them. 

I said nothing, lost in the remembrance of the feel of him. I began to irrationally reason internally that this might be the last time I’d ever have him. He ripped holes in my lace boy shorts until it was useless as underwear. He freed himself and probed my entrance. 

“Always wet for me, aren’t you Lass?”

“Fuck you,” I said with all the boldness I could muster. Yet, I hadn’t told him to stop or shoved him away.

“I will.” And he filled me like no other. My head dropped back to thump against the mirror behind me. I enjoyed the delicate balance of pleasure and pain that only came with Kalen’s girth.

“Mine,” he growled at my ear and bit my lobe before grazing his teeth down the line of my throat.

My breathing quickened as he masterfully thrust into me to the rhythm of the music playing. I was left empty in the space of a second. He spun me around and bent me forward. I nearly smeared lipstick on the glass that was too close for comfort. Before I could ask, he pushed into me again. Not expecting it, I did end up creating a messing lip print on the mirror.

His answer was to grab my hair and tug my head back almost to the point of pain. He pushed my shoulders down at the same time, my breasts filling in the tiny sink bowl. “That’s it, Lass. Watch me fuck you.” The man had tentacles not arms because touched me everywhere. He freed one of my breasts and pinched my nipple hard.

This was a far cry from our tryst yesterday. There was no tenderness to his punishing strokes. There was a jolt of pain with every thrust as he tapped the end of me. I couldn’t process, the pleasure from the pain. It was intense, especially when he left my bra to rub against the bottom of my sensitive nipple from his continued assaults on my senses. 

“If you wanted to be fucked, all you had to do was ask. You didn’t have to rub up against some bawbag who wouldn’t know a clit from a g-spot.”

To illustrate, his next stroke made my bundle of nerves bang against the lip of the counter. “That Lass, is your clit.” In the mirror, I watched him roll his hips as I squeaked from the extreme feeling. “And that Lass, is your g-spot.” The man was a sex god. I was ready to bow down and kneel at his feet.

“If you need a fuck buddy, I can handle the job. That, however, is all I can offer you.”

Before I could feel the sting of shame from his words, he managed to hit both pleasure spots internally and externally at the same time while he jack hammered in and out of me. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to walk out on my own when he was finished. 

He leaned down, continuing to pump while he whispered in my ear. “I’m the only one that knows just how you like it.” He kissed and sucked at the tender flesh of my neck before he rose up again. I didn’t think I could take anymore sensations with his hand still fisting in my hair, forcing me to watch myself get fucked from behind.

“You’re ready, aren’t you,” he said in a guttural voice. He was getting close. Just like he knew me, I knew him as well.

In the mirror, I caught sight of a lost clown who got stuck in a downpour. It sucked that it was my own reflection. My makeup was smeared. A path of mascara that defied its waterproof name tracked with the tears I didn’t know had fallen. My lipstick was a one way line from my lips almost to my right ear. I certainly didn’t look sexy, yet the orgasm that was ready to blow said I felt otherwise.

“I can feel your cunt tightening around me. Come for me.”

I nodded, wanting that explosion below despite the state I was in. I swallowed a scream that I held in my throat, wanting to hold on to some dignity. Proving me wrong, he bucked against my g-spot and the screech I tried to hold in, released. With my head still jerked back, I saw the smug expression on his face. I closed my eyes and rode out the pleasure.

When he finally pulled out, having achieved his own release, I stumbled forward after he let go of my hair. Weak from pleasure and still inebriated, I managed to turn without falling. I had a strong need to slap him. My arms flailed around in an attempt to make contact. “Bastard,” I cursed.

“Some call me that.” Faster and more in control, he avoided my lame attempts to hit him. Instead, he laughed at me. “You should clean that up,” he said while tucking himself back in his pants.

Pointedly his eyes first took in the state of my face. Then, I followed his gaze to the wetness I felt begin to drip from my center. My eyes burned and not with tears. Rage. His chuckles were the last think I heard as he let himself out of the bathroom. That was further evidence this was different than the night before. Then he’d taken the time to tenderly straighten my clothes. Today, not so much. 

I finally understood the meaning of a word. I had been thoroughly and uttered fucked.

Turning in the mirror, I stood in horror. I’d seen my destroyed makeup. I expected my dress to be bunched around my waist. I’d spied his come dripping down my leg before realizing he hadn’t used a condom. But what pissed me off, was that the fucker had marked me. Like a freaking teenager, I had a hickey on my neck.

Furious, I squirted liquid soap on my hands and mixed it with warm water. I washed my face in what was probably a no-no by every dermatologist ever. I scrubbed hard as I not only tried to wash away the make-up but also my broken feelings. 

Maybe I deserved this? I’d hurt him by sleeping with Turner. Did I really expect him to forgive and forget? Did I really expect him to understand that I’d made a mistake? He was a proud guy and according to his mother had been through a lot. Hadn’t everyone including himself told me he loved me? And what did I do? I spat on his love and gave mine to another man. And instead of having one of them, I had neither.

I took copious amount of time to clean myself up. Brian deserved better than finding out his date screwed his potential business partner in the VIP bathroom. I used a half a roll of toilet paper to clean myself below the waist before I tackled the upper half. I managed to get most of the epically failed smear and waterproof mascara off despite my continued tears. Only small smudges remained just beneath my eyelashes. I used fresh eyeliner and hoped that in the darkened club, no one would see the evidence of my shame. I tried to cover up the hickey as best I could. Finally, I straightened my clothes to stare at myself in the mirror. 

He’d made his point. I’d played with fire and lost. Chin up I decided I would walk out of that room with my head held high. I’d leave tomorrow to go back to DC and never return, at least not to see him. His offer of a fuck buddy, joke or not, would never work. I loved him too much for that.

When I finally left the tiny room, I had to get out of the club and as far away from the man that held my heart as possible. Before I could achieve those ends, Brian found me in the hall just outside the VIP room.

“There you are,” he beamed. Little did he know the trust on his face was misplaced. There was a slut in his midst.

“I had to use the ladies’ room.” It was true in ways. “I think I’m going to call it a night.” I managed not to sniffle, but my words still slurred some. I shifted my gaze from his, unable to meet his eye. 

“I’ll get the others,” he offered.

“No.” I shook my head almost violently. “Everyone is having a good time. You should stay.”

“Nah, it won’t be the same without you.” He was so wrong about that. 

He slung an arm over my shoulder. I felt like such a shit. Even though he wasn’t my boyfriend didn’t justify how I’d used him and where I’d ended up. 

“No, I insist,” I pleaded.

“I’ll get us a cab.” He tried to take my hand. I played dumb like I thought he was gesturing me forward. Kalen had proved himself true to his word that night. Brian didn’t deserve his wrath if Kalen caught him touching me. I briefly wondered how Turner survived the experience.

Thankfully, we made it outside without running into anyone in our party, especially Kalen, along the way. We were lucky and didn’t have to wait a terribly long time to hail a cab. Brian, being the good guy Kalen wasn’t, insisted on sharing a cab with me.

On the ride to my place, Brian didn’t let the silence fester. “So… how long have you and Kalen been together or not together?” he asked astutely.

“That obvious?” I said, tired of lying. 

He shrugged. “You both did an excellent job of trying to convince me otherwise at his office.” There was a pause. “Was your acceptance tonight an attempt to make him jealous?”

It was my time to sigh. “Yes and no, and not really.” His eyebrows rose. He deserved an explanation. “Kalen and I aren’t together. We weren’t together in Scotland. Things ended before then.”

He nodded and waited for me to continue. “He was trying to keep me out of the media when he took me to Scotland. You know the whole scandal.” I used wide gestures with my hands to show the enormity of the situation.

Cutting to the chase, he asked, “So who broke things off?” He was trying to fit the final pieces together.

“Me… I guess. And since then, we’ve only managed to try and hurt each other. It’s stupid. Tit for tat,” I said. “And I like you… I do. I had every intention of having a good time with you tonight. I’m sorry it’s turned out to be a mess.”

“It was entertaining. Honestly, I think it would have been boring without you. I would have left a lot sooner had you not come. My only regret is I didn’t get to dance with you.”

The cab stopped in front of my building. “Rain check,” I offered, knowing he wouldn’t refuse but at the same time never take me up on it.

“Sure,” he said. I reached in my purse to pay the cabbie my portion of the trip. “No, I got it. I’ll see you around Bailey.”

He hadn’t tried to kiss me and I knew that was the nicest kiss-off ever, all things considered. I stepped out of the cab and saw Kalen standing outside my door. I stopped dead in my tracks.






  

Thirty-One

 

What the fuck was I doing here? It wasn’t the first time I’d asked myself that. Sure, I’d given the security team the night off because she was supposed to be with me under my watchful eye. But I could cancel that directive.

Was I jealous? Maybe, considering I was there like a dog in heat to mark my territory. Why did I need to be? I’d screwed her like a porn star in the fucking VIP bathroom. It would be a long time before she forgot me. Hell, I’d spilled my seed in her. Why not let Brian have my sloppy seconds? Cause you could have gotten her pregnant.

I paced while I rubbed at my aching temples at that thought. What the fuck had I been thinking? Wasn’t that the point? I hadn’t. I’d gone over the edge when I saw her shake her ass all over that bawbag. I’d taken care of the little shite with efficiency. Then, without thought, I’d given her what she’d wanted, what I needed. My mind lost in her, I hadn’t taken the time to protect us both from that possibility.

I let out a sigh. It was time to cut all ties. Love wasn’t going to get the best of me. I needed to move on. Women weren’t in short supply. Hell, Kinsey had figured out Bailey and I had a thing, yet she’d offered to go home with me. It had been priceless to see the look on her face when I turned her down. Women.

Had I really offered to be Bailey’s fuck buddy? That was never going to happen. You couldn’t just fuck the girl you loved. The best thing we could do for each other was to steer clear of one another. The proof of that was in the irrational urge I had to drive to Brian’s hotel room and annihilate them both if she was there.

I pulled out my phone, ready to dial my security team, when a cab pulled up to the curb. Bailey. I drank in the sight of her. Life contorted into slow motion as I waited, wondering would she dare to kiss him goodnight. Part of me wanted her to so I could punish her again up in the apartment. My cock twitched at the prospect.

Without folly, she stepped onto the curb. The taxi took off, presumably headed to Brian’s hotel. Rage pushed her forward. The light that normally filled her face was all but gone. When our eyes locked it was like there was equity in the world. I wanted to deny that she was the oasis in my heart, but that would be a lie.

It helped that she held a homicidal glare on me. That put a little perspective on things. Our opportunity for togetherness had died when she’d chosen to sleep with Turner. If I wasn’t so fucked up over it, I could admit I understood her choices. Hadn’t I come to that conclusion at Keely’s place? 

All possibilities fled as she glided to me like a lioness ready to pounce. I’d take my licks, then walk away and never look back.

“You bastard,” she shouted just as a harsh sting landed across my cheek.

“I deserve that.” 

“Why are you here?” she cried. Tears burst forth and they weren’t conjured to pull at my sympathy. Yet I fell prey to them.

“Don’t cry,” I commanded softly. My thumb snuck out and brushed the wetness away from the right side of her face.

She shook before she swayed in anger. Her next words never came. Her eyes rolled up in her head and she began to fall. I stepped forward and caught her in time. Fear coiled around my heart like a well-tied knot. The doorman helped my decision on what to do when he gave way to a direct path to the elevator and up to Lizzy’s apartment.

Cradled to my chest, Bailey was unresponsive. I almost turned around to head for my car I’d parked in the garage earlier to take her to the emergency room. I opened the door to her apartment with a key I managed to wrangle out of her purse with my free hand. She was breathing. The rising and falling of her chest was why I keyed in the annoying yet important security code.

My phone buzzed. I ignored it while I set Bailey down on the couch. I felt her head, not sure what I was seeking. My brain had short-circuited and I acted on instinct. I propped her head up and turned her to face one side. I retrieved a blanket from her old room to cover her with.

I pulled out my phone to make a call when it rang in my hand. Confused, I stared at it a second longer when a knock came at the door. It all made sense when the knock and the phone rang at the same time. 

As another firm knock came at the door, I opened it and answered the phone at the same time. “She fine. I’m going to call a doctor now.” I told both the guy at my door and the one on the phone.

The guy at the door waited, while a voice on the phone said, “Sure thing, boss. When you didn’t answer your phone after I saw you on the security cam, I sent someone over to help.” 

The security team was turning out to be a godsend. I was starting to believe I’d gotten a bargain with the price I’d paid for the company. Once the team set up surveillance for Lizzy and Violet, they’d rented an apartment in the adjacent building so that they would be close if needed. Also, it helped in the rotation. Additionally, it was far more economical than paying for hotel rooms for the indeterminate future.

Once I hung up and the guard was stationed outside, I kneeled in front of Bailey and stroked my knuckles down her cheek. She looked so vulnerable and innocent. It was hard to deny my feelings for the Lass when my heart thundered at the prospect of losing her. Was it possible for me to get past what happened between her and Turner? It wasn’t like I’d see the guy every day to be reminded.

“Bailey,” I said gently. She didn’t stir. I selected a contact on my phone.

Although my personal physician wasn’t at my beck and call, he did make home appointments. He’d been my father’s physician and thus I somewhat inherited him, or at least access to him. I’d had few occasions to need his services, but I’d spoken to him enough to feel comfortable to make this call.

I breathed when the other side of the line was picked up and the doctor announced himself by his name and title. 

“Yes, this is Jeremey Glenn,” I said, feeling the weirdness every time I used that name. It was my birth name. However, the only time I went by it was when I was in the states or dealing with father’s companies, mine now.

“Yes Jeremey, how can I be of assistance?” It was late, however he sounded pleasant enough. I’d never abused his service of direct calling him so that might be why he didn’t seem agitated by my late call.

How to explain the situation? If I said friend or a woman, would he help? She wasn’t his patient. Should I use the term girlfriend? 

“My fiancé has passed out,” I said. It was the highest title I could use without things getting complicated in the future when I had more dealings with doc. 

“I see,” he said patiently. “Is she breathing?”

I wanted to rage that I wasn’t an idiot. If she wasn’t breathing, I would have called the U.S. emergency number 911. Which was a absurd number in the first place. In Scotland, you dialed 999, which is infinitely easier.

“Yes, she’s breathing,” I gritted out. 

“Do you know how to check for a pulse and heart rate?” 

In theory I did. I’d seen it enough on television and movies to have an idea. I explained to him what I knew and he walked me through it.

“She’s breathing normally,” he said after I gave him my readings. “Is she warm, feverish?”

Placing the back of my hand to her forehead, I checked again before answering. “She feels fine.”

“Did she eat or drink anything tonight? Has she been vomiting?”

I thought back to our meal and the humiliation on her face when she left the table. I had no idea if she’d thrown up in the bathroom. “She did eat and she’s been drinking,” I added, thinking everything I could tell him might help with a diagnosis.

“Is it possible that she passed out because of alcohol?” he asked casually, but he also sounded cautious like he expected me to be offended by his question.

“Anything is possible, but she was talking to me normally before. Our conversation got a little heated, then she passed out,” I admitted.

“You might not know the answer to this question, but do you know when her last period was?”

“No, I don’t,” I said sounding dead, as my mind raced, not liking where this was going. 

Bailey’s head moved. “It looks like she might be coming to.” I felt hope and not the frenzy from before. 

“Do you know if she’s using oral contraceptive? That might rule out that possibility.”

“She is on the pill. Let me check her purse,” I offered.

The small bag had slipped off her shoulder when I put her down. I reached for it on the floor near my feet. I invaded her personal belongings again and came up empty. “They’re not in here.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean she isn’t on them. Some women don’t keep them on their person. Is she still waking up?”

I stared at her. “She stopped moving her head.”

“If she doesn’t come to in another few minutes, try and rouse her again. If she doesn’t wake up then, I would take her to the emergency room. Call me back and I’ll meet you there.” He rattled off the name of the hospital nearby. “Without seeing her, my best guess is exhaustion or she’s pregnant. If she’s consumed a lot of alcohol, she might have alcohol poisoning. She would have likely still shown signs of intoxication. If you think it’s at all possible that alcohol is a factor, I suggest going to the emergency room right away.”

“Okay,” I said. She’d seemed sober when we’d spoken. I’d give it a few more minutes before I changed course of action and headed to the hospital.

Bailey spoke. “Kalen… what happened?” Her hand found her forehead and held it like she had a headache.

“How do you feel?”

“Okay, I guess. I remember talking to you, then nothing.” Her voice was a little on the raspy side.

I forgot the doc was still on the line until he spoke. “Ask her if she’s been ill lately.”

“The doctor wants to know if you’ve been ill.”

“Doctor? … no… well, I’ve been feeling sick off and on,” she said. Her expression was pinched and her eyes closed tight.

He began asking me a series of questions that I passed on to her. “Did you vomit after eating today?”

She shook her head slightly. We went through a few more questions until we came back to the one I dreaded.

“He wants to know when your last period was.”

Her eyes popped wide and frantically searched the room as she tried to figure it out. When a look of abject horror crossed her face, I spoke slowly into my cell. “I think I’ll call you back.”

“Make sure to get her hydrated. Alcohol tends to cause dehydration. If she is pregnant, she’ll be fine. She’ll probably just need rest. Call me back if her symptoms change.”

We clicked off. I stood from my perch and didn’t glance at her. I treaded my way into the kitchen to find a glass. My head worked overtime. I was pretty sure we’d used a condom every time except the last two nights. It couldn’t be mine. My legs felt weighted as I clomped back to the sofa and helped her sit up before giving her the water bottle I’d found.

“I think I should go.” The doctor had cleared her. She didn’t need me, I told myself. I’d yet to meet her eyes. It felt like my heart broke all over again. How had I allowed myself to fall in love with the wrong woman?

“Kalen,” she said so softly I almost turned to face her. There had been such a plea in my name it almost swayed me.

“I have to go.” There was conviction in my tone. I continued to face the door because if I saw need in her eyes, my resolve would break. “I stopped by earlier to give you this,” I produced an envelope out of an inside breast pocket of my coat. “It’s from Turner. He left it for you in Scotland. I realized you never received it. I had my mother overnight it. It looks like you need this now more than ever.”

I set it on the coffee table. So much for not being reminded of Turner on a daily basis. I couldn’t do it. 

“Please,” she said quietly. I could hear her tears. If I saw them, I would crumble. I moved forward without answering her. I opened the door, knowing that might be the last time we saw each other.






  

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Even I heard the finality when the door clicked shut. If we’d ever had any shot of reconciliation, it was gone now. The only man I had sex with recently enough to have gotten pregnant was Turner. The letter he wrote me burned a hole in my closed eyelids. I couldn’t read it just yet. My world was already spinning. Honestly, I knew what it said. His actions spoke louder than the page the words were written on. He was done with me.

Life was funny like that. I’d lost the two men I loved because I couldn’t make the right decisions. And now, fate had dumped a child in my lap.

I didn’t need a test to know the truth. I’d be feeling lousy and sick for a couple of weeks off and on. I hadn’t seen my period and I didn’t remember taking my pills after I left New York to go home. 

My tears lulled me into sleep. Their warmth was like a blanket of defeat. I’d done everything wrong and lost everything. Those were the words that played in my head before I drifted into sleep, ruled by nightmares that had been coming more frequently since I’d gotten back from Ireland. 

At first light, my eyes opened, heavy with lack of sleep. I didn’t bother closing my eyes again. It was a lost cause. Between the past and my undetermined future, there was no way I was getting any rest. 

With a list of things to do, I headed out in New York. We have a lot in common, you and me. We both can’t sleep, I murmured aloud to the City at the dismay of passersby. They weren’t sacred of me as they gave me a wide berth on the sidewalk. 

In the wee hours of the morning, at a corner store, I procured a couple of pee stick tests. Once at Lizzy’s, I dumped them out along with a couple of bars of chocolate and a pint of ice cream. I would need all of the comfort because I knew just what the test would reveal. Instead of waiting on the 99.9 percent sure it was positive, I was hoping on that 0.1 percent that I wasn’t. 

After taking the first, I Facetimed Lizzy.

“Babe, do you know what time it is?”

I nodded while she rubbed her eyes. An arm slung over her shoulder as she moved.

“Babe,” this time she wasn’t talking to me. “I’ll be right back.”

I heard a grumble, then by her screen she was on the move. She sat on a couch. 

“What’s wrong?”

“Is Vi there?” I asked, not wanting to repeat myself.

“Ummm.”

“Spill,” I demanded, my nerves frazzled enough as it was.

“She’s at my brother’s.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised. “You’ll tell her later because I don’t think I can say this more than once.” I let my story keep me from looking at the test before the time was up.

“Can you look for me?” I asked.

“Sure, hun,” Lizzy said. “No matter what, we’ll be there for you.”

I angled my phone in the direction of the test that rested atop the box on the counter. 

“Can you see it?”

“Yes, I see it,” she said.

“And?”

By the tone of Lizzy’s first word, I knew. “Honey… it’s positive.”

The tears began to fall in earnest. Everything else spilled from my eyes and nose as a gut-wrenching wail left me. 

She offered me comfort as I let go while cradling my stomach and the little person inside. 

“How could this happen?” I asked no one. I knew how it happened. I didn’t know how I’d gotten myself in that position. I was on the pill. “He hates me.”

Lizzy knew. I’d used this phrase before. “Trust me, he doesn’t hate you. That man is madly in love with you.”

“He left without looking back. I’ve lost him for sure now.”

“Turner?” she offered.

“He’s gone too. He left a note, you know.” I couldn’t remember if I’d told her that part of the story.

“What did it say?” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I can’t read it. It’s too much.”

Lizzy, my rock said, “You should tell him and decide if this changes anything.”

“It doesn’t. I love him. But I’m in love with Kalen.”

Lizzy said, “I know. And he’s in love with you, Bails. I know you don’t believe it, but he’ll change his mind. You don’t see how he looks at you.”

Dismissing her response, I said, “I need to make a doctor’s appointment.”

“We’ll come and be there for you,” she offered.

Slowly, I shook my head. “I can do this alone. Plus, you guys are in Chicago. I’m going to take an earlier train back to DC.”

“Bails, you don’t have to do this alone.”

“I’ll be fine. Besides, I’m not sure when I’ll get an appointment. And women have been doing this kind of thing alone forever. I’ll be fine.”

It took a lot of convincing, but she finally agreed.

“Okay, but we are coming to see you after for girl time.”

I nodded and I let the screen go black. After a shower, I got dressed and called down to the doorman for a taxi. It wasn’t until I got in the train that I allowed myself to open Turner’s letter.
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My eyes closed with the letter in my hand. I dreamt about him until my dreams turned to nightmares. Bound and gaged, I cried as a woman dressed in a cat suit violated me. I woke with a start and I met the stares of other passengers. Had I screamed? There was nothing to be done about it. Instead of falling back asleep, I composed a letter on my phone to keep me awake. Once I was back in my apartment, I would write it down and send Turner the news that he might be a father. His letter mentioned next to the address that it could take up to a month to reach him. 

At work that Monday, I asked a pregnant coworker about who her doctor was. My excuse had been that, new to the area, I needed to find a good doctor for my annual exam. She’d given me the name of the group she went to and I hid in my office behind a closed door to make an appointment. Even thought it was a large group practice, I wasn’t able to get an appointment until the following Monday.

During that week, after I mailed Turner’s letter, I hadn’t heard from Kalen. I had daily chats with Violet, who’d been updated, and Lizzy. Lizzy was keeping something from me. But she refused to tell me anything, saying that I needed her support, not the other way around. I let it go because once Lizzy made up her mind to do something, there was no changing it. Still, I made her promise to spill whatever was on her mind when I saw her.

When Monday came, I sat in the doctor’s office. The décor was pleasant enough to keep things as elegant as doctor’s offices could be. At least it felt inviting with the splashes of earth tone colors and not the bleakness of stark white. 

My hands fidgeted after filling out a ton of paperwork and handing it over to a practical stranger even though she was a nurse. The questions were so invasive and personal. I expected some things but others left me feeling exposed, not to mention my failing and broken heart.

“Bailey Glicks,” a nurse in purple scrubs called from a partially opened door. I stood and was glad by the feel of the place that I had insurance. I wasn’t sure I could afford to pay for a visit here outside of my co-pay. I had to wonder who my coworker might have been married to.

My steps were deliberately slow. I’d already been called back for a pee and blood sample. I’d been sent back to the waiting room until the doctor was ready to see me. It didn’t matter that my 99.9 percent accurate test had already shown what I knew. Somehow hearing from a doctor made it all that more real. And what would I tell my parents?

Just as I got to the door, a firm hand met the small of my back. The nurse’s eyes left mine and lifted too far up. I didn’t need to see his face. I knew. She flushed, which I also expected. Who didn’t when graced with the gorgeous man who’d come for me?

I followed her to an exam room without looking back. His touch said he was right behind me. I thought we would be let into a room that would hold a wide runner of tissue paper covering a padded faux leather covered table. This room was far different in that it was also filled with equipment that I’d seen before on medical TV drama but never in person.

A women with kind eyes stood and held out a hand to introduce herself. She also shook the man’s hand behind me. 

“Have a seat,” she said, gesturing to the tissue covered contraption. “According to your paperwork, you aren’t sure when you’re last period was?”

Embarrassed I said, “I was on the pill. I didn’t bother to keep a calendar.”

“The pill isn’t one hundred percent effective.”

I nodded, properly chastised. 

“It also looks like you haven’t had much morning sickness, just tiredness.”

“I’ve been feeling out of sorts, sometimes I get queasy. But I haven’t thrown up.”

“How’s your appetite?”

“That’s when I feel nauseous. There are some days I’m so hungry, but most days I don’t want to look at food.”

She clicked a few buttons, bringing the machine before her to life. “Every woman is different. Some women faint like you did. Usually that’s from lack of eating or vomiting plus not sleeping well. It’s not something that would happen regularly. Now that you know you are pregnant, I suspect you’ll take good care of yourself. Meanwhile, it sounds like you won the symptom lottery. There is still a chance you might get a regular bout of morning sickness, but most likely things will only get better from here.”

She typed on the keyboard that sat just below a screen. “It will take a couple of days to get the readings on the hormone levels in your blood. Another way to gage how far along you are, is to do an ultrasound.”

“It’s confirmed she is pregnant.” For a second, I’d forgotten about the man in the room until I heard his voice from slightly to the side and behind me.

“Yes, she is very much pregnant based on the urinal sample we took when she arrived. I’m aware she’s been on the pill, but like I said before that’s not foolproof. The ultrasound will also confirm.”

She handed me a paper gown. “Please get undressed. I’ll be back in a minute.”

For long moments, only the sounds to fill the thunderous silence were that of my clothes being removed. 

When I ramped up enough courage, I asked, “Why did you come?”

I was fighting with my jeans when he spoke.

“Because you don’t have to do this alone.” His words sounded familiar but comforting.

There was a soft knock at the door. I managed to cover myself with the paper gown when the doctor poked her head in. “All ready.”

She didn’t bother to wait. She came in and put on gloves before grabbing a bottle of gel. She pulled down the paper drape that covered my lower parts and warned me the gel was warm. After she put the handheld device onto the squirm of gel on my belly, she pressed down almost to the point of pain while moving it around. 

“It looks like we’ll have to use the internal probe.”

I was shocked into silence at the plastic object that looked very much like a standard vibrator. And when she rolled the condom on it, it only solidified that image. My legs were placed in stirrups and I had the indignity of spreading my legs for a total stranger. A hand belonging to the man with me found mine and I relaxed at the invasion into my body.

“There we are,” the doctor said.

I looked at the screen, which was a haze of black and white but more gray. I couldn’t tell what she was looking at and I was afraid to ask. She started freezing the screen and took what looked like measurements. I should have asked questions. However, I found myself struck mute as she worked.

There was a whir of noise and she tore off printouts of what had the look of a bean, maybe a tadpole. 

“You are about eight weeks pregnant.” She gave me a due date while handing me a picture. “Baby looks fine, although a little shy not giving us a good view of size. We will do this again around twenty weeks. At that point you should get a better picture of your baby and then you can find out the baby’s sex.” She paused. “I’ll let you get dressed and you can pick up a prescription of prenatal vitamins. Other than the obvious, no more drinking, smoking or drugs, you can live life as usual.”

She stepped out again. Before I could confront my companion who’d held my hand the whole time, he excused himself. I wasn’t sure why. He’d seen me naked and had been in the room while I undressed. For a second, I thought he wouldn’t be there when I left the office. However, he was. We didn’t say one word to each other until we got to my place.






  

Thirty-Three

 

We stood facing each other just inside the door of her apartment. It was my first time there, yet I didn’t look around. I waited for her questions, ones I’d pondered myself on the trip there.

“How’d you know?”

“Lizzy called and handed me my balls.”

That apparently wasn’t the right answer. However, she wasn’t asking the right questions and I didn’t yet have it in me to pour out my heart to her.

She glanced away and moved further into the apartment. It gave me my first view. It was different from the place she stayed in New York. The furnishings were sparse and looked put together. It wasn’t a bad thing. Everything looked nice, better than anything I’d stayed in. That was before my father decided to inject himself in my life once he’d found out he had terminal cancer.

“Would you like something to drink?” she asked.

“Yes.” My mouth felt dry of words as well as moisture.

She brought me a bottle of water and she drank from her own.

“I didn’t ask Lizzy to call you. I’m sorry she guilted you into thinking you needed to come. I would have been fine.” I’d felt how she clung to my hand during the appointment. I felt her fear. She was lying to herself and me about that one. “Plus, you made it painfully clear how you felt.”

It was my turn, and slowly the words flowed out. A trickle at first until the downpour.

“I won’t lie and say I wasn’t ready to walk away from you many times including the last. It wasn’t Lizzy who changed my mind. I’d already spent enough time trying to exhume you from my heart and my head.”

She chuffed. “What about Kinsey? And all the other women you’ve done?” I knew she was talking about Keely. I could have thrown it in her face that she’d been with Turner. We, however, were beyond that at that point. 

“I told you once before my dick had become a selfish bastard even to me. Despite my best efforts, it only has a one track mind that ends with you.”

Her eyes grew in size. “You haven’t slept with anyone else, not even Keely?”

I shook my head. “Especially not her.”

“But you tried?”

I shrugged. She sat deflated and I sat next to her, taking her hand, needing support for what I had to say next.

“I’m not sure my mother told you much about my da.”

“She told me the story of how she met your father and ended up here in America and then back in Scotland.”

“She told you about him. I’m not taking about the guy that helped give me life. I’m talking about the man that was there for me most of my life.” I sucked in air. I’d never told anyone this before. “Ennis, the man who drove you from the bar, he’s been in my mother’s life before Thomas came into it. He’d even asked for her hand.”

I could tell by her surprise that my mother hadn’t told her that. 

“She probably told you that she was looking to get out of the small town she lived and out from underneath the confines of her father’s rule. Thus when Thomas came, she was prime for his offer to leave. However, Ennis was still there when we returned several years later. If she hadn’t still been married to Thomas, she probably would have married him.”

“I didn’t know.”

All I could do was nod because there was more. 

“He’s always been there for me and treated me like blood when the guy who gave me life couldn’t be bothered to. He was there after the first time I was in a fight to tell me to use my words not my fist. But if I used my fist, make it count. He was the one to offer me the last of the money from his pocket to get me to stop what I was doing on the streets and to tell me he’d always give me whatever he had if I needed it. He was the one to tell me not to bed all the Lasses that caught my eye. That it could lead to more responsibility than I was ready for. He is the man I strive to be.”

A tear fell from her eye, adding to the well of emotion building inside me. 

“As much as I still want to be upset about what you did with Turner, the screwed up thing is, I understand why you did it.”

“Kalen,” she tried to interject. But I wasn’t done. I held up a hand, silencing her.

“Turner’s a good guy and in another life he would be one I probably would have called friend. In fact, if I didn’t love you selfishly, I would let the two of you work things out. But I am selfish. You are who I want. And I’ll be there for this kid as much as the two of you allow me to be.”

She reached up and cupped my face. Then her lips were warm and soft on mine. The taste of her exploded in my mouth along with her tears mixed with her joy. 

“I love you,” she breathed. It might have been the first time she’d said it. It was then my heart beat for real. “I know this isn’t going to be easy. Nothing has since I first met you. But you’re worth it.” Her face turned pensive and her words reluctant. “I’m sorry about Turner.”

“Shh.” I kissed her fingers. “I told you I get it.”

“I thought he needed me more than you did. I was afraid you’d break my heart. I was many things but honest with myself over how I really felt about you.”

I wasn’t sure how to handle her words whether to be angry or joyous. “Don’t explain. I don’t want to remember.”

She nodded. Understanding that I needed a change in topic, she asked, “Do you ever spend time with your mom’s family? Or do you have any family here in the states on your father Thomas’s side?”

I couldn’t blame her curiosity. She grew up close with hers. “My grandmother passed a couple of years after my grandfather. And Thomas was the last son in a long line of selfish people who cared more about their wealth than they did family. He was the only son of parents who decided late in life they needed an heir to pass the family fortune on to. I actually can’t blame him for his lack of want for me. He’d been sent off to boarding school once he was old enough to attend.”

“Then you two made up before he died?”

“No, I didn’t find out his history until after he died. His family lawyer clued me in. I may not blame him for not understanding the meaning of family. But I do blame him for not trying. He only came for me when he knew he was dying. He’d known where we lived all along and did nothing for us.”

I kissed her, wanting to leave those ghosts in the past. I pulled back, knowing there was still more to say.

“You forgive me for the other night? Did I hurt you?” My stomach flipped at how I’d punished her at the club with sex harder and rougher than anything we’d done before.

The way she looked at me said she was measuring her response. “I won’t lie and say that it didn’t hurt emotionally or somewhat physically. But I wanted it and maybe even needed it.”

“Lass, I’ll never—.”

“Shh,” she said, putting a finger on my lips. It was her turn to silence me. “Like you said then, you know what I like. And I like it rough just as much as steady.”

I reached for her finger. Needing to lighten the mood somewhat, I confessed, “I lost my head when I saw you shaking your assets on that liability.”

She laughed, appreciating my accounting humor. I smiled too when the weight on my chest expelled. Getting serious again, I said, “I will admit that it’s not going to be easy to forget what happened six weeks ago, but know that I’ve forgiven you.” Her face lost the joy it just held. “What did you say?”

I repeated my words out loud, trying to figure out what I’d said that changed her expression. “I said that although I’ve forgiven you for what happened with Turner six weeks ago, it’s not going to be easy to forget.”

“Six weeks,” she said.

Still I didn’t get it. She had to say the words that would forever change my life.

“The doctor said I’m eight weeks along. This baby can’t be Turner’s.”

Her eyes were full of worry as they fixed on mine. My brain took a while to catch up on the whole of it. “If it’s not Turner’s—,” I began.

“It’s yours. There’s been no one else.”

The conclusion was final. I couldn’t decide what emotion was more prominent on my brain. Worry, joy, fear and elation all swirled into a cloud of confusion. “I’m going to be a father.”

“Yes,” she said in such a small voice when I finally focused on her face. 

“We used a condom,” I said absently. I almost added every time but didn’t.

She nodded, then her eyes grew in size. “You remember that last time before I left New York?”

I wish I could have argued, but I didn’t. I remembered every time with her as if it were a movie reel in my head. 

“I remember.” It was the time after I found out she’d kissed Mike. Even then I hadn’t been able to give her up. “You were on the pill,” I uttered. 

“You heard the doctor, it’s not one hundred percent effective.”

I scrubbed my face.

“It’s okay, Kalen. This doesn’t obligate you,” she said, misunderstanding my actions.

Although I was still coming to terms with the new turn of events, I said, “This is my kid. Unless you fight me, I’m going to be there every day of his or her life.”

With a serious expression, I took her hand. This baby meant consequences beyond pregnancy, especially if I wanted to be there for my kid every hour and minute. She read me and started shaking her head. 

“No, don’t ask, Kalen. I won’t marry you just because I’m pregnant.”

She’d stolen my thunder. It seemed like the next logical step. 

“We have so many things we need to overcome and learn about each other before we can even decide to get married.”

I nodded. “You’ll move back to New York.”

She frowned. “No.”

It was so final and I felt myself get irritated. “Why not?”

“My job is here and I didn’t leave home only to become a kept woman.”

“So you’re going to stay here and work while I get to see my kid on weekends.”

Her temper began to flare. “I didn’t say that. But I can’t just pack up and move even if I was inclined to.”

“Fine,” I heard myself saying. There was no need to fight. I didn’t want to get her upset. The last time she’d passed out. “How about we take this slow? I want to at least spend weekends with you. And I’ll be at all your appointments.”

“You have a company to run,” she said, doubtful.

“You and our wee one are the most important things in my life.”






  

Chapter Thirty-Four

 

After Kalen lost the shade of green he’d sported, then the burst of red from fury, his aura changed. He’d stopped talking to move to other things. Our kissing grew fiery. His agile hand slipped under my shirt to free my breast within mere moments.

“Aren’t you supposed to say something like we can’t have sex because it will hurt the baby?”

He smiled against my lips. “When you were dressing, I asked the doctor all my questions. She cleared you for sex and told me your appetite for such things might go up a notch during this process.”

I giggled into his mouth before he moved it to lance onto a nipple. An unladylike moan escaped me. 

“I think it’s time for me to acquaint myself with your bathroom.”

An eye popped open and fell into the depths of a green one. “Whatever for?” I asked.

“It’s been far too long since I tasted you. And I don’t want that gel she used to mask your flavor.” He stood and lifted me up onto my feet in one swift motion. He showed his strength when he cradled me in his arms and headed in the direction of my bathroom. There was no need for many directions as my apartment was a small one bedroom. 

“The end of the hall,” I said, so we didn’t waste time with the first door on the right. 

He set me on my feet just outside the door before preceding me in to turn on the water. My bath wasn’t very large. That didn’t deter Kalen. He stepped back out and helped divest me of my clothes. His large hands pushed my sweater up by the sides of my rib cage. The cotton fibers felt like silk under his tutelage. Each finger rubbed over my sensitive nipples in the process. My arms shot up to help him get the garment off.

Then I found myself trapped with one of his hands holding me in that position. Before I could breathe I was slammed against the wall. His erection pressed against me, his mouth covering mine. It was like… my nightmare. I went cold as my mind flicked back to the past.

“I fear we won’t make it to the shower. I need you,” I heard somewhere off in the distance. I think I might have even heard his buckle and zipper as one of his legs burrowed between mine. With a jerk, he forced them apart.

I trembled and felt moisture gather in my eyes. I tried to gather my balance so I didn’t fall. This should have been about him possessing me. But I couldn’t stop the fear from clawing at me, reminding me of the violation months before.

“Lass,” he said. It was then I noticed he’d stopped. “What’s wrong?”

A sob tried to escape so I kept my mouth shut and flexed my hands. A tear fell anyway as my movement hadn’t resulted in freeing myself. I was trapped between his hulking presence and the cold wall at my back.

“Fuck,” he said, releasing me and stepping back. “I’m sorry, lass.”

He must have turned on the shower full blast. Plumes of moisture began to drift out as he averted his eyes and started to zip up his pants. My shirt untangled fell to the ground.

I took a shaky step towards him. “Don’t,” I said, putting a hand on his, backing him into the opposite wall. “I need you. I can’t let them take this from me.” Sex hadn’t been a problem with us the last couple of times. “Just don’t bind my hands with yours.”

He searched by face. I kissed him lightly to convince him I was fine. I wrapped my hand around him to stroke him back into fervor. It took some doing, but he finally lost himself after cautious kisses and began to devour me until boneless with pleasure.

Then it was my turn to hear the zipper of my own slacks, the ones I wore so I could go to work. Work. I needed to call work and tell them there had been a change and I wouldn’t be in. Yet, when his finger rubbed against my core I almost forgot the English language.

When my slacks hit the floor, I cursed the lace panties I wore. They were a useless barrier between me and the man I loved, he’d proven that before. Kalen must have thought so too because I heard the lace give before he sank two long fingers so deep as he palmed my clit, providing expert pressure. It didn’t take me long to fragment with the use of his expert hands.

“Kalen, I need you,” I called out. 

He jacked up my leg and lifted me up with one hand. With the wall as support at his back, he guided his cock to my entrance with the other. I slid down his length by the force of gravity and my own slickness.

His head hit the wall with a thud that didn’t seem to matter. “Fuucckk… your pussy was made for me.”

With each hand under my ass, he controlled the pace, lifting me up and down on him in a rhythm that was entirely too slow for my needing.

“Faster,” I called out.

“Not yet. I want to savor you. I’m not ready to come.”

He moved forward until I was once again pressed to the wall. A skillful single hand popped my bra without a hitch as he plunged into my depths. He suckled at my breast while he continued the slow torturous pleasure. 

“You’re killing me,” I called out, nightmare long forgotten.

He left my breast in favor of my mouth. One of his hands crept towards my ass. “I want this,” he said, circling a finger around my other hole. “You’re going to let me have it, right?”

There was almost nothing I could have said no to at the moment.

He pushed his finger inside. At first it felt kind of weird, but as he began to pump in me in earnest I almost begged him to stick another finger in there. I was so into the delicious pressure he was creating, I didn’t pay much attention to how he rotated his finger inside me.

Then he pulled out after giving me a rapid fire succession of thrusts I’d requested. I nearly cried at the loss. When he pressed against my other hole, I froze. 

“Relax,” he said. “We can always stop.”

“Okay.” I trusted him with everything. 

“Just bear down as I go in.”

I did what he asked. There was a burn that made me flinch. 

“Breathe, Lass.”

I did, wanting whatever he wanted. Then my own desire developed. One that I didn’t expect. 

“God, you are so fucking tight.”

I cried out against the invasion the deeper he got. He stilled and moved a hand to flick against my clit. That was all it took to ignite all the pleasure nerves in my body. He pulled out slow and went slightly deeper again and again until I took all of him. He cursed more as I focused on the new feelings and how I felt close even though he wasn’t inside my core.

The next thing I knew, he switched positions. I was on all fours with him behind me again at my puckered hole. This time went easier again now that I knew what to expect and what to do. I didn’t think it was possible to come until I was. I screamed out my pleasure as I felt Kalen’s hot seed fill me.

Then my back was cradled to his chest. Soft words I didn’t understand filled my ears as I came down from the explosive orgasm. Naked, he gathered me in his arms and we squeezed in the shower. He took care of me, washing me with gentle hands, cleaning me of our love making with a sweet touch.

“I love you,” he said before kissing me. “And I’m not done yet.”

He slid down to the floor before his mouth consumed my pussy. I didn’t think I had another orgasm in me, but I was so wrong. The pressure of his tongue wasn’t frantic. It was languid and deep sinking inside me to swirl around bringing me close yet again.

When he changed directions and gently bit my clit, I thought I would explode. With two fingers he sucked my bundle of nerves and finger fucked me like he’d been certified in cunnilingus.

I yelled out his name as my next orgasm joined the others in the club.






  

Thirty-Five

 

Leaving her later that night turned out to be one of the hardest thing I had to do. I’d marked her as mine in every way I could, branding me in her blood. I wanted her to miss me until she decided she had to move back to New York.

I would have canceled all my meetings just to stay with her, but I did have a legacy to continue for my son or daughter. That was, if they chose to participate in the family business. The idea that I was going to be a father still prattled around in my head.

There was no helping my smile. I felt myself grinning at the prospect. It wasn’t like this was a part of my plan. Hell, falling for the redhead wasn’t. When I spied her New Years, I’d wanted her with a desperation I’d never known. Still, I hadn’t put her and forever together in my mind. 

An ache formed in my slacks at the thought of her. Before I’d run across her at the Palm Restaurant I’d been wavering over making an appointment with the doctor because of my loyal dick. It hadn’t been my idea to stay faithful to my love for Bailey. I’d tried to be with other women. But my cock was having nothing of it. It would harden when thinking of sex, but when the woman came into view, I would quickly lose my erection. It was part of the reason why I’d fucked Bailey that day. I had to know if the damn thing still worked. 

The next night at the club, I’d lost it. Seeing her grind up to another guy boiled my blood in ways I didn’t know were possible. It didn’t matter that she’d been with Turner. Technically, we hadn’t been together either time. So it wasn’t like she cheated then. My rage only confirmed that she was it for me and no other could have her. I still felt like a shite. There had been nothing sweet about the way I took her. It was a punishment for us both. Me for wanting her with a desperation I couldn’t control and her for being the temptress. I’d expected her fury right back. Instead, she passed out from carrying my child. 

“You okay over there?” Griff asked from across the aisle. 

“I’m good,” I replied back in Gaelic. It was the language we favored when talking amongst ourselves.

“You’ve been smiling to yourself and suddenly it disappeared. Is it that redhead lassie?”

The smile slipped from my face. I hadn’t yet told him the news. The doctor informed us that most liked to wait until the second trimester to share the news, but it was up to us. I hadn’t corrected her then that it wasn’t mine. Good thing, I would have been dead wrong.

“She’s pregnant,” I blurted. I had to tell someone and he was like my brother.

“Mac na galla,” he cursed.

If my mood was different and he wasn’t my best mate, I might have kicked his arse for saying son of a bitch. But I knew he wasn’t using it like the Americans and it wasn’t directed at me or my mother.

“Whi isi’ yer gau’ae dae ‘e noo?”

What was I was going to do now? Be a father, marry her, and protect her. 

Before I could answer he asked another question, switching back to Gaelic. “Are you sure it’s yours? What about Turner?”

It was a legitimate question, considering the facts he knew of. “She’s eight weeks along. She was with Turner six weeks ago.”

He nodded. “I guess I’m a bit surprised neither of us has had a wee one yet. I knew you listened to Ennis about keeping yourself protected from that happening. So I’m surprised it happened to you before me.”

“Aye.” I had been too. I’d only ever not used protection with her. Funny how it always came back to her and how weak I was when she was around.

His using Turner’s name brought an unexpected feeling in me. I trusted her. So why did I wondered if Turner came back, could he guilt her into leaving me for him? Would he even want her when he found out it was my wee ken in her belly?

The doubt had to stem from my unexpected trip back home. When the information came in, I’d thrown the mug of coffee I’d held across my office. I knew Keely was giving me the fuck you by letting Sandy have her in every way. But this… Finding out she may have participated in stealing from me when I would have given her money if she’d asked blew my mind.

She wasn’t just anyone. And if she could do this to me, what made me think any female could be loyal? On the other hand, Bailey wasn’t Keely. To question her loyalty because of someone else wasn’t right.

“You could have given the information to the authorities and let them handle it.” I got the sense from Griff’s comment that he was far less interested in going with me than I’d suspected. 

He was also right, it might have been easier that way. “I need to see her eyes when she answers the question why?”

Later, as I stood on the precipice of gaining answers, I second-guessed myself for coming. Too late, a disheveled Keely opened the door with a can of Irn-Bru in her hand.

She rolled her eyes seeing us and I wondered if she was expecting someone else, Sandy perhaps. Or maybe he was already here.

We spoke in Gaelic. “Are you alone?” I asked. 

“Do you care?” she asked again with the eye rolling.

I stepped into her flat, pressing passed her. Griff strolled in after me. I stood in the tiny living room and glanced over all the disarray. It wasn’t as if her place was dirty. It was more that she had a lot of stuff crammed in a small space. I guessed it was her way of having all the things we couldn’t growing up. 

“What is it you want?” she asked, bringing my attention back to her.

“He wants to know why you did it,” Griff interjected, stealing my thunder.

Keely’s posture was defensive. Her hip was jutted out with one hand on it. The whole picture reminded me of a teapot with all her rounded curves. “Why I did what?”

Her utter confusion sent me over the tipping point. The fury I’d pent up since getting the call caused me to shake. I pulled a folded piece of paper out of my pocket and watched as my hand vibrated with anger while I handed it to her.

“What’s this?” she asked absently while unfolding the document.

As damning as it was, somewhere I held deep that there was an explanation for this. I couldn’t believe she’d betray me like this.

“An e-mail.” She dismissively held out the paper without bothering to examine it more.

“It’s an e-mail you sent to an auditor over three years ago,” I fumed.

“So what?” Still she showed no signs of deception. “I get copied on e-mails because my boss likes me to make her to-do list and schedule appointments. I probably had to contact them to schedule one. What’s the deal? Did she complain about me? She always thought I just got the job because I was screwing you. What she needs is a good fucking.”

“Look at the e-mail,” I gritted out in frustration. “You asked him to contact you on a private e-mail address.”

Her face contorted as she read the e-mail. 

“Check the time,” Griff said with false patience. “Eighty thirty on a Friday night. What brought you to the office at that time?”

Finished with the last line, her face finally held alarm. Her eyes jackhammered between us. “I—,” she started.

Griff continued his verbal assault and I let him. He was head of my security after all. “Think back. I doubt you’re ever in the office late. It should stand out in your mind.”

Keely was never able to hide her facial expressions. Griff and I both eyed each other when we saw her put it together. She turned and sat defeatedly. Not yet saying a word, she drank what was left of her Irn-Bru before setting it on top of a book on a cluttered side table.

“There was one time,” she began. I folded my arms across my chest in defense of the forgive me look she gave me. Keely wasn’t one to cry. No matter, I wasn’t ready to feel sorry for her in any way, not yet at least. “Sandy came by.”

“You were fucking him back then?” Griff shouted.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. This wasn’t what we were here for. Still, this had to happen. Griff needed to get this off his chest if he was ever going to move forward.

The damn in her eyes disappeared, replaced with a steely resolve. “Who else would have me? You both scared every other male in a hundred mile radius away from me.”

“I would have had you, and I told so,” Griff’s eyes were filled with his own malice.

“Was that what your game of running every other guy away was about? And really, could you forgive that I professed my love for your best mate? Don’t fucking lie to yourself. And all your women.” She waved her hand, dismissing Griff’s comments.

“All the other Lasses could only get a shag from me.”

“And I could get none. You turned me down.”

My brows rose. I didn’t know this. When had that happened? 

“You were fifteen and nowhere near ready. I told you to wait.”

Keely stepped up to Griff and met him eye to eye, the wee thing that she was. Short, but she cocked her head up as if she were his height. “Wait for what? Wait while you fucked every other lass in town? You both treated me like a little girl. I’m not a little girl, and Sandy showed me what a woman I am.”

Griff looked like he wanted to ring her throat. She looked like she wanted to cut off his balls. I didn’t relish coming between them, but this had to end.

“What happened with Sandy that day?” I asked in a rational tone the other two lacked.

Her head snapped in my direction and I had the odd déjà vu feeling that I’d seen that look somewhere else. I nearly snapped my finger when I remembered the vision from something out of a horror movie.

After a few breaths, she calmed. She sat back down and said, “Sandy came by that night for our date. While I was getting ready...” She paused and glanced over at Griff as if she expected him to say something. Thankfully, he didn’t. “For a while he’d been talking about his dream to start a company of his own.” 

I couldn’t help but wonder when she first hooked up with Sandy. Guilt filled me. We had run guys off like protective brothers. We had treated her like a wee thing. She was a few years younger than we were. I never imagined our actions affected her as much as she said they did. Had we paved the way for Sandy to come in?

“He was so excited and told me investors had come through. Construction was starting.” She paused. “He knew about my new job.” She turned in my direction and shame filled her features. “He wanted to know what the inside of your company looked like so that he could make his office better.”

“Didn’t he know that back then it was my father’s and not mine?” My father only died several months ago. I didn’t let her answer. I just went on. “Did you tell him that I offered you money when you called in need? Did you two work up this scheme for you to get a job to steal from me from the beginning? Your words of not wanting my money but earning it on your own, was that all a lie?” I accused.

“JK,” she begged.

I held up a hand. “Save it. Just finish your story.”

She appeared hesitant. “I didn’t see harm in him seeing inside the office. Like you said, it was your father’s company and you hated your da.”

On so many levels I wanted to correct her and tell her Thomas was not my da. I held my tongue. It wasn’t the time and I didn’t know that I could trust her with my personal thoughts and secrets anymore.

“I showed him around. I didn’t leave him alone.”

Griff stepped over and picked up the paper she’d left on the cushion next to her. “What about this?”

She hung her head. “He wanted to get directions to the restaurant he was taking me to.”

“Sandy needed directions. Since when did he need the Internet to find something around town?” Griff admonished.

Keely chose to ignore it, probably because he was right. “He asked for some water. I couldn’t have been gone that long.”

“Long enough for him to access your e-mail after you logged him into your computer and walked away.” Griff stepped back and shook his head.

I took over. “What was the name of his company, and did you see his office?”

“Aye,” she said. “He drove me by on the way to the restaurant. The company’s name is SandyHill Investments.” She rattled off the address. Even I could tell after she said it that it was catchy enough for her to remember it after all this time. I thought it might stick in my mind too long after.

“Clever,” Griff muttered laced with sarcasm, most likely referring to his company name and not the address. He pulled out his smart phone and I knew he was doing a search.

“JK, I—,” but Griff cut her off.

“I found SandyHill. It’s a shell company. Its address is listed at—” He rattled it off. 

Keely frowned. “That’s the address to his apartment.”

Griff didn’t even respond to her. “The other address belongs to a headquarters of a food processor company. According to this, they’ve been in the building over five years and did major renovation in the last three.”

“I—,” she tried to say, but Griff was having nothing of it.

“In other words, he played you. He used you and fucked you. And what do you have to show for it?”

That did it. Keely exploded off her sofa and into Griff’s face. I half expected them to kiss with all the sexual tension between the two. She pointed to two suitcases near the door. “He got me a plane ticket leaving tomorrow morning to the Cayman Islands for a vacation. He said he finally came into some real money…” Her words drifted off after she’d heard what she’d said. 

“JK, I’m sorry. I promise you, I didn’t know.”

I nodded. “I want to believe you.”

“Fuck that,” Griff said. “From now on, lose my number. Don’t come crying to me when this fannie bawbag pulls you down with him. I bother dropping by. The next time I see you should be never.” He stormed out. 

The gravity of the situation pulled the arm she’d held out in vain from reaching what was gone. Griff didn’t give second chances. She turned tearful eyes on me.

“Where is Sandy now?” My face was blank. I just needed straightforward answers so I could get out too.

“He’s out of town. He’s supposed to meet me on the island in a couple days.”

“Why isn’t he meeting you tomorrow?” I asked.

“He said he had something to do. He wanted me to go ahead and take advantage of the spa and shopping to be ready for him. He made arrangements to cover everything until he showed up.”

I sighed, hating what I had to say next.

“You know I would have taken care of anything you needed. Despite it all, if you ever need anything, let me know. But if I find out you were involved more than you’re telling me in any way, then you’re dead to me. And don’t call my mother. I need distance from you. If you decide to take that ticket, then I’ll know what side you stand on.”

The indecision in her face hurt me to my core. I gave her my back and left.

Sandy, who by all rights should have been a pussy because of his name, and my childhood nemesis, was most likely the mastermind of the theft of millions from my company.










  

Chapter Thirty-Six

 

Kalen and I had decided that I would come up to New York for our first weekend as a reunited couple. I’d never been to his place, and if we were going to try and do this for real it was an important task on my list. Excited and nervous, I’d packed my bag full of wicked things to tempt him. If there was one aspect of our relationship that was effortless, it was us in the bedroom. He knew how to take me hard and fast and slow and steady. And I planned to capitalize on that this weekend.

It was a shock when I got the text on my train ride up that he had to change plans. He had to make an unexpected trip out of town but promised to make it up to me. He’d talked to Lizzy and thought it would be good for me to hang out with her. Apparently, I’d been in the metro when he called and I’d missed it. He’d taken it upon himself to make sure I wouldn’t be alone. In fact, he offered for me to stay at his place if I wanted to. I hadn’t decided yet what I was going to do about that. The idea of exploring his place on my own had its advantages.

I’d refused him the offer of his plane earlier, preferring the train. I did, however, accept a ride to Lizzy’s by his personal driver. 

Although I didn’t have to, I knocked on Lizzy’s door. When it opened, I was enveloped by a mass of blonde and a tiny brunette. We stood there squealing with tears in our eyes for the longest time. 

“God, I missed you guys,” I admitted.

“We missed you too,” Lizzy said stepping back. “You look way too thin. Aren’t you supposed to be pregnant?”

“She’s pregnant,” Violet called out as if she didn’t already know. I was taken into another group bear hug.

“Maybe I should come in,” I said, trying to stop from crying.

Lizzy took my bag, Violet my shoulder to steer me over to the very white couch. We sat side by side. 

“How do you feel carrying a billionaire’s baby? Talk about golden ticket,” Violet said.

I shook my head. “You know I don’t want Kalen for his money.”

“Of course not,” Lizzy said. “He’s gorgeous with a great cock.”

A frown formed on my face. “What do you know about his cock?”

“All that fucking and moaning that came from your room when he visited says his cock is fucking great.”

Violet patted my hand. “Ignore her, she has cock envy. And eww, I’m sleeping in the bed where you and he had fantastic sex.”

“Violet, you’ve been there for months. Too late to worry about it now. And yes, I have cock envy.” Lizzy grinned, not caring in the least.

“I’m sorry.” I gave Lizzy a mournful expression. Violet concurred before we burst out laughing. 

“Not funny, guys. My guy has a dick the size of my thumb.”

“Don’t they have implants for that?” I teased.

Lizzy gave me a look worthy of causing death. Then something sparkled on her finger.

“Hey, what is that?” I asked, forgetting that I was hungry because I’d skipped lunch and tired from working most of the day. 

“What’s what?” Violet asked.

Lizzy covered her hand. I pounced. We began a tug of war of her hand, which she tried to keep hidden behind her back. With Violet’s help, we pulled her hand free and gasped. 

“Is that?” Violet said.

“An engagement ring?” I finished.

My best friend hung her head. “Yes and no.”

“Spill it, blonde,” I said before I took my seat back on the couch. 

She turned and let her legs hang over the solitary chair she favored. For a second I was taken back to that first night after my one night stand with Kalen. Nostalgia almost took me over until I remembered I needed answers.

“Last night, he asked, and what was I supposed to say?”

“Do you want to marry him? I assume we’re talking about tiny dick Hans.” I needed to clarify.

Violet didn’t speak, giving the floor to Lizzy.

“Yes, cock challenged Hans. And I don’t know. He’s funny, sweet, and takes good care of me. He can eat a pussy like a Pie Eating Contest Champ. He gets points for that, right?”

“Enough to marry?” I asked seriously.

“What about you?” Lizzy asked, turning the tables on me. “You’re having a baby. Did Kalen ask you to marry him?”

Quickly, I retorted, “Yes… maybe, I cut him off. He didn’t have a ring. So even if he was, he was only doing it because of the baby. I’m not going to tie myself to a man forever just because I’m having his kid.”

Funny enough, both my sister and best friend just nodded.

“I’ll give him points for thinking about asking,” Lizzy said.

Me too, I didn’t say. Instead, I set the conversation back on its earlier path. “If you’re not sure, why are you wearing his ring?”

She sighed as Violet and I both waited for her response. “He asked at dinner. He made such a production of it, everyone was watching. He had this… hopeful look on his face. I just couldn’t be a bitch to say no or maybe or I’m not sure only to embarrass him.”

“That was sweet of you.” It actually was. The Lizzy I knew and loved didn’t have a problem cutting guys off at the balls. Maybe this guy was a keeper. “And no one is perfect. He’s built like a Greek god.”

“I know, right?” Violet agreed.

Stunned, I looked at her. “You’ve been around Lizzy too much.” Violet didn’t talk like that. Apparently she was adjusting to city life well.

They laughed, but I sobered. “You have to make a decision.”

“I know,” Lizzy breathed.

“And how are you doing, Vi?” I asked, giving Lizzy a breather. 

“I’m great,” she said a bit too enthusiastically.

“And how’s Matt?” You could hear the slyness in my tone. She blushed. “I knew it. I saw how the two of you looked at each other. And an overnight visit.”

She waved me away. “There’s nothing going on. We talked and I’m just not ready for a relationship right now.”

They still hadn’t found Mike. I didn’t bring it up because I was sure she or Lizzy would have called if news of that came. 

“Well, karma is a bitch. I bet Matty’s feeling that one now,” I teased, looking at Lizzy.

“Yep,” Lizzy said.

“What’s that about?” Violet asked.

“Matty turned down your sister when she was pining for him in college. I don’t know what it is with you girls and my brother.”

“He’s hot,” I stated boldly.

“He is,” Violet said sadly.

I faced her. “He’s a great guy and not Mike. You should give him a chance.”

“My poor, poor brother,” Lizzy cooed.

Violet was good at changing topics too. “Are you still having nightmares?”

They came every night. But I didn’t want to worry them, so I just shook my head. “What do you guys have to eat?”

“I know, we should go out,” Lizzy proclaimed.

Holding my hand up, I said, “I’m in no mood for a club.”

“Who said club? We can just go to the lounge.” I knew Lizzy stretched the word lounge. She meant her favorite dive bar located not too far from here. It was the place she usually would meet her previous boyfriend. Guys with tattoos from prison, I used to tease her.

“Why not.” I gave in at her pouty lip. “Let me get changed.” I was still wearing work clothes because I’d left straight from there.

“I’ll make you a snack before you go,” Violet said, giving into mothering tendencies from being the oldest.

Roughly an hour later, we walked in. Trouble greeted us from the moment we stepped inside. Lizzy was dressed to the nines in an outfit that probably cost more than my rent. Yet, it was made to look like she fit in at a place like this. Violet clutched her purse. Apparently Lizzy hadn’t brought her here yet. The place was run-down but not to the point of needing to be condemned. It just appeared very well lived in with wood that looked faded, if that was possible. Maybe it wasn’t real wood. Brass fixtures that needed polish—or maybe that was peeling paint—were dotted around like accent pieces. Still, I liked the place. It always felt more comfortable here than at the ritzy places Lizzy’s parents hauled me to.

We found stools as the clientele appraised us before going back to whatever they’d been doing before. Most of them were just working class folks who were looking for a quick drink or bite before finding a more interesting spot or heading home. Friday nights weren’t generally packed like other nights. 

“What can I get you?” the bartender asked.

I shot a glance at Violet. She shrugged. “A beer for her and a bottle of water for me.” I looked for Lizzy to see what she wanted and she wasn’t there. I turned all the way in my seat to see her stalking towards the pool table off to the side from the front entrance. And just like the last Friday I’d been in here, Lizzy found her target.

There with a pool cue in hand was the guy that had shrugged off Lizzy those many months ago.

With quickness, I snagged Violet’s arm. “We have got to stop her or this isn’t going to end well.”

The guy, I think his name had been Striker or something like that, smirked as Lizzy continued to stalk towards him.






  

Thirty-Seven

 

After leaving Keely’s, things didn’t get any better. With Sandy’s address, we found his place. Peering through windows on an apartment located on the first floor, it appeared vacated. Either Keely had lied, or Sandy had already executed an exit strategy. Griff and I stalked some of his old haunts only to end up coming out scraped and bruised. Griff had demons he needed to release and took them out on those Sandy may have hung out with. I hadn’t been in a brawl in years. It felt good. I too had my own pent up energy.

While we were fighting our way through half of Sandy’s associates, my security team was tasked with making those around me safe.

I’d had a conversation with my mother surround that topic that was fresh in my mind.

“Ennis is moving in with you,” I’d said.

“Says who?” My obstinate mother had grated. “I’m still your mother, you know.”

More of the same as we went along.

“You aren’t to talk to Keely.”

“Why the hell not?” she’d challenged. I’d explained Keely’s involvement with the guy I suspected caused me all of my current problems with my company. After a back and forth conversation, she agreed not to talk to Keely about me and my company, but she wouldn’t turn her back on her best friend’s daughter just because she’d made poor choices. I’d rolled my eyes and given in. 

There also was a female security professional, Pat, who was going to move in for a short time until Sandy was caught. It felt like the money was a bonus to him and this was more personal than we’d thought. I couldn’t leave my mother at risk. Ennis was a great da and a good shot. Still, I wanted backup. He had to work and couldn’t be with my mother all day long every day.

It was the call from my mother that came in just before I boarded the plane back to the states that was the silver lining to an otherwise shite of a day. 

“Kalen, he’s so cute,” she crooned. “I love him. I’m going to call him Jay.”

She was referring to the golden retriever puppy I’d gotten her. He wasn’t there for security as he was an early warning system. He’d bark if anyone got close, hopefully giving Ennis and Pat enough time to act.

Luckily, Bailey had stayed at Lizzy’s most of the weekend. She didn’t find out about the extra security detail until Monday when a car picked her up from work. She had several choice things to say to me.

“This is crazy, Kalen,” Bailey said on the other line for the fifth time.

“I need you safe.” I was firm on that point. “You can always move back here.”

“You are so not running my life,” she called out. “And I can’t have two body guards in front of my office. I’ll get fired.”

“That’s good. Then you can come home to me.” 

She growled into the phone and I couldn’t help but laugh. Her frustration was also because I hadn’t yet told her all the reasons for the step up in security. I wanted to tell her in person because there were things in my past she needed to know. Things she needed to accept.

“I have to go,” she fumed.

“I ordered lunch for you.” I’d said it just to infuriate her until I realized it truly was a good idea. She was safer in her office than walking around on the street.

“Bye, Kalen.”

She ended the call sounding more pissed off than when she first began it. I wanted her happy, but I needed her safe more. Despite it all, I found I was in better spirits. In fact, I forced myself not to call my plane to make an unexpected trip to DC to meet her for lunch. I would see her this weekend, I told myself. She asked for time. As much as I hated that, it gave me time to get my company back on track. I would spend long days at work so my weekend would be totally free for her.

Word came in once I was back state side that Keely had been taken in for questioning shortly after we’d left her apartment. Part of me felt bad about it. She’d never wanted to be arrested. It wasn’t quite the same, but I knew she wouldn’t see it that way. I couldn’t help what I’d had to do. I turned over the information about the e-mail to the authorities to get the ball rolling in search of Sandy. Interpol was involved because the crime crossed countries. I trusted that my team could have found everything. I, however, needed legal reasons for Sandy to be caught. If I got my hands on him I feared I would kill him. That wouldn’t do well for my unborn child if I was in jail for murder.

Keely ended up agreeing to let an agent pose as her in the Caymans. The agent would check in at the hotel he’d reserved for them. The fact that Keely was cooperating gave me hope that she wasn’t involved. There was also the possibility that she was only trying to save her own arse. It chuffed that I couldn’t wholly trust her.

Griff stayed in Scotland to help with a computer system examination. He had a degree and several certifications in computer science. I trusted him completely. He and his team were searching for planted backdoor traps, anything Sandy might have used in order to gain access to our intercompany server or to assist with the stealing of my funds over the last several years.

By the time Friday came, I thought I might have to jerk one out before I saw Bailey in fear I’d lose my shit in the first thirty seconds with her.

“Lass,” I said into the phone as I stared at her bonnie face.

“Yes,” she answered, her expression said she knew what effect she had on me.

“Don’t bother wearing any under garments unless you want them destroyed.”

“You say the sweetest things. Surely you don’t mean that anyway. How are we possibly going to have sex with all the extra bodies in my small apartment?” Her smile was sweet and so was the tone of her voice, yet it was all too clear she hadn’t yet forgiven me for her new security protocol. 

“We’ll find a way,” I promised.

Her eyes narrowed. “I guess I should take them off now.” She smiled, then she pivoted her head to the side. “Do you guys mind if I get undressed?” There was a pause. “No problems, okay then.”

“Lass.” I said with a hint of frustration. I wasn’t sure if my surliness came from my dick turning to steel with the idea of her getting naked or that I wanted to kill whoever was in the room with her. “You don’t want to get them fired.”

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking.”

The phone went dark. She’d hung up on me. Minutes later a frantic call came from one of the guys watching her, explaining that they were not inside her room. She’d been speaking through the door. The poor lad sounded like he might piss himself if I fired him. 

The tease. I wasn’t one for sexting, but I found myself taking a picture fisting my dick through my pants. Along with the picture, I texted her I would have to take care of myself since she insisted on playing with me.

Immediately, she sent back a picture with her nipples hard and on display through a thin shirt that clung to her curves. It wasn’t a naked picture. Yet, it turned me on so much more.






  

Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

A thunderous downpour grounded Kalen’s plane. He was still hoping for takeoff, but as the lightning struck more and more, I began to wonder if he’d make it. He said he may not get to contact me if they were cleared suddenly.

My mood had grown murky. I needed Kalen in the worst way. According to the famous book for expecting mother’s my libido was supercharged now that I was pregnant. The damn picture of the imprint of his cock through his pants had me thinking very bad thoughts.

I’d shooed out my security detail into the hall after they’d ensured no one could get to me. Cranky, I sat on the couch in a robe covering sexy lingerie waiting on my guy. 

Thoughts traveled to home and how I needed to pay a visit to my family before I began to show. As much as my father loved me, I was certain I wouldn’t be allowed home as an unwed mother. I would be the bad example to all the impressionable kids. And if nothing else of my kidnapping experience, I valued life more. I needed my family as much as I needed to live outside of the community.

Of course, thinking about them, my thoughts drifted to Turner. I’d sent another letter after my doctor’s appointment explaining that it was most likely Kalen who was the father. I apologized for not being able to tell him all of this in person. I also told him again I was sorry he didn’t receive the letter I’d left him at the airpark in Scotland.

When my phone rang out, obliterating the silence, I jumped. The security team knocked on the door after my yelp, asking if I was okay. I assured them I was but didn’t open the door. I had a robe on, but I wanted Kalen to be the first and only person to see me tonight.

“Vi,” I said into the phone. “Bored?”

“Actually, yes. Kind of.”

“Where’s Lizzy?”

“Out,” she sighed. “She offered to take me along, but I wanted to stay here tonight.”

“I hope she’s breaking the news to Hans.”

“That’s if she’s decided to do that.”

I wasn’t sure where my friend’s head was concerning that. So I changed the topic. “How’s school?”

She told me all about the latest antics that happened in her culinary classes. These stories always had humor about those whose cooking skills were less than desirable. She was learning more than baking and loving it. However, she thought in the end, she would still end up working in a bakery.

We let silence fill the space after her last words until I finally said, “You should really give Matt a chance.” I wasn’t sure why I was pushing Matt on her. Was it because I was happy and wanted her happy? Probably, and more because she was my sister. And then there was guilt that things didn’t work out between Matt and me and I wanted him happy too.

“Who’s to say I haven’t?” she said slyly.

“Shut up,” I said getting her meaning. “You and Matt bumped uglies?”

“What’s that?”

“Had sex, did the horizontal happy dance?”

She didn’t answer, which was answer enough. “No way,” I yelled. Then I called out to the door after the team just outside the door questioned my safety. “I’m fine, just chatting with my sister.”

When she still didn’t say anything I couldn’t help my curiosity. “How was it? I guess it wasn’t good if you decided you just wanted to be friends. And what’s his dick like? Is it pretty?”

I’d forgotten who I was talking to. If this had been Lizzy, I wouldn’t have had to ask. She would have told me all these details. And although Violet and I had been close, we’d never really talked much about sex growing up, at least not like this.

“It was good. And if Lizzy’s descriptions are accurate, he’s got a whole lot more than what Hans has in that department.”

Her statement wasn’t filled with life. It was like she was rattling off facts. “You don’t sound very excited about it.”

At that moment, the lights went off in my apartment. A knock sounded at the door. “Vi, I just lost power and with any luck, that’s Kalen knocking at my door. I’ll call you later.”

I put my phone down and opened the door. The hallway was dark, but I could see that the guards were blocking an intruder from entering. 

“This guy says he knows you.”

Dripping wet with a feral glare for the two guys blocking his way to me, he stood straight and waited for me to say something.






  

Thirty-Nine

 

The ache in my balls had me surly at anyone who crossed my path. I knew once I was buried to the hilt deep in Bailey, the raging bull in me would subside. It was preposterous how I’d gone months without being with a woman and I wasn’t this hard up. It was as if my cock knew we were back together.

After nearly opting to drive in order to get to her, my plane had been cleared for takeoff. The threat of wind shears had been removed by the National Weather Service.

By the time I made it to her door hours late, I placed my head on it to check myself. The guards had explained that power to the apartment building had been lost for a short time. I really didn’t care as long as it was back on. The two guards looked on in confusion as I tried to master patience. 

Finally I waved them off, not wanting to know her every move. They traded looks while I opened the door, not bothering to knock. Bailey would be asleep and none of that mattered. I just needed to be close to her. We’d been video chatting every night and by request she’d leave her phone on while she fell asleep. 

This distance was tearing me apart. I had to convince her to move back to New York. The thought of her and my unborn child consumed me every waking moment. After stepping into her apartment trying to persuade myself that lying next to her would be enough until morning, she stepped out of her room.

It was like an electric jolt hit me. Its magnetism attached to her too. Suddenly we were moving in each other’s direction without words. She wore a fluffy white robe that covered far too much of her skin. The flimsy tie that held it closed was no match for my hands. I had it undone before her mouth parted.

Stopped with my kiss, she wasn’t able to say a thing while I allowed my hands to explore what I hadn’t yet seen because I needed her taste in my mouth.

“Kalen,” she pleaded pulling back. Her voice was breathy, and damn if that didn’t send another jolt to my cock.

One of my hands overflowed with her breast clad in what felt like a silky bra. As promised by pregnancy, her tits were getting bigger than the perfect handful they’d been before. My other hand trailed a path to what promised to be a matching bottom to the top.

Two things happened that stopped everything. 

“Kalen wait,” Bailey cried.

A figure emerged from her bedroom. The guy, because it was a male, had a towel pressed to his head. It looked as though he was drying his hair from a shower. However, the bathroom was down the hall and Bailey had also come from that room.

I stepped back and got a view of what lay underneath her robe. She was clad in a blue underwear set. It was sexy as all hell. I stared at her, then I glanced at him. He’d stopped and I gripped the fabric of her robe closed. 

“Kalen,” she begged.

Fury was an ugly whisper in my head. Yet it wasn’t anger that fueled it, it was fear. I couldn’t articulate that. And why would I? Never show fear, especially around another man.

“It isn’t what it looks like,” Bailey said calmly.

A dark almost wicked chuckle escaped me. “And what does it look like?” I pointed at the other guy, who held his hands in a pleading fashion, the white towel crumbled in one of them. “It looks like you came out of your room dressed like that.” I gave her an appraisal over her now covered body. “It looks like he came out of your room after having showered. But the shower is that way. That’s what it looks like.”

One step back and Bailey was out of my reach. She fastened her tie quickly, assessing me. Then her face scrunched up and she spoke. “You don’t trust me.”

I was two seconds from saying the obvious. But that wouldn’t have been the truth. The truth was I did trust her. I didn’t think she’d cheated on me as much as my temper outwardly said otherwise. I was more afraid that he’d come back to convince her to be with him.

“What am I supposed to think?” I uttered because I couldn’t come up with the right words.

“You’re not supposed to think I’m cheating on you. I never cheated on you.” There was a lot of conviction in the last few words she said. It was technically true. She’d never cheated on me or him that I know of. So what was the problem?

“I don’t think you cheated. What I think is the two of you have history. And I don’t think he’s here to congratulate you on us being together.”

“Why don’t you just ask me why I’m here,” Turner suggested.

“Fine, why are you here?” It was a dumb question. I knew why. He’d heard the news and most likely he wasn’t up to date.

“I’m here because I got a letter from Bailey that she was pregnant.” Bingo. I knew that.

It was my turn. “And now you know that the Lass is carrying my wee bairn.”

Turner boldly stepped forward, having dropped his hands to his side. “That’s yet to be seen.”

“She is ten weeks pregnant and it was eight weeks ago when you two…” I couldn’t say it. I didn’t need to though. We all knew of the event to which I was referring.

“It still could be—,” he began.

I cut him off. I had to get this straight. And I wanted to set the stage to let him know I wouldn’t be walking away from my kid like my father did me. “Fine. When the babe is born, we’ll do a test. That will put all our minds at ease. And when it’s mine, you can count on me being there every day.” I said this as much to him as I did to her because I knew it was mine.

Bailey stood there with her mouth hanging open. 

“And that’s it,” Turner said with a wave of his hand then let his eyes glance between us.

“That’s it.” I said. When he made no move to go or leave, I continued. “Let’s face it. You want her to be the one. You want it so bad you can taste it. But she isn’t the one. And not because of me. You had a chance. When she left for college no matter that she didn’t tell you. You could have gone to her, fought for her. You didn’t. In Scotland, I tried to tell you where she was. You’d won. But you didn’t go. I’ll give you that she ran. But if you felt it like I did, and it was within your grasp, you would have reached for it.”

I couldn’t say where all that relationship advice came from. Yet it was the truth.

“So you went to Dublin after her?” He cocked a brow at me, calling bullshite.

“No. But only because she had chosen you. If I’d been in your shoes, I would have been there.”

Turner deflated. His shoulders sagged. I wasn’t exactly sure if it was travel fatigue or if he’d accepted what I said. “So now what?”

I sighed. “Since I actually like you, I won’t kick your arse. However, you do have to go. Three is a crowd. I can set you up in a hotel?” I offered.

He shook his head. “Fine,” I said. “Bailey, go put that trench coat on.” I flashed her a wicked grin. She had to know I was talking about the one she wore to my office the other day. “You stay here and we’ll go to a hotel. We have things to work out.” My eyes were all for her when I spoke.

“You two behave,” she said before heading to her bedroom. I was actually surprised she didn’t put up a fight since she was angry earlier.

Once the door to her bedroom closed, Turner sank onto the sofa. “What if the kid’s mine?” he asked, staring me straight in the eye.

“I would never come between you and your bairn. Just as I would expect the same from you if the situation was reversed. It doesn’t matter if Bailey and I are together or not, neither heaven nor hell could keep me from my wee ken.”

His expression changed to one of respect. “You know when I got her letter, I left. I headed for the nearest airport. Once I was able to retrieve my e-mails, I had one from an architectural firm that had been recruiting me. They were hoping I was still available. At seemed like it was meant you know. They had a deadline that connected with the day I got the message. I blindly accepted. I knew they worked a lot with Habitat for Humanity. I accepted because I wanted to be able to provide for my kid. Now…”

“When do you start?” I asked, cutting him off. He needed a purpose. This would keep his mind off my girl.

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I start in two weeks. I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to go home. I can’t stay here… Is Griff still around?”

“Looking for a bromance?” I baited with a laugh, thinking about Griff and his use of international slang.

Turner chuckled. “I’m running short of friends these days.”

A thought hit me. “What about Matt?”

He glanced my way as I pulled out my phone. It seemed my friends were ever expanding with Bailey’s friends. Plus it was late and waking up Matt just might make up for my crappy day. Rousing him from slumber became as our thing when I visited Bailey late at night. Each time I showed up, he had to get up from sleeping on the sofa to open the door for me. He’d never been pleased to see me, especially when he admitted to hearing what we were up to.

That solidified our weird friendship. Matt was cool, easygoing, and so was Turner. After Matt’s growl for the late call, a plan was formed. Turner would head to Chicago in the morning and help Matt search for Mike, Violet’s ex. Matt was looking through case files and doing Internet searches during his free time. Turner would help while Matt was working.

Bailey came out, surprised and suspicious we weren’t at each other’s throats.

When we were ready to go, she turned to me. “Can you give us a minute?”

I nodded. I stepped inside the kitchen and poured myself a glass of juice. I tried not to pay attention to how close they were. They were friends, I told myself before the glass could break in my hand.

“You take care of yourself,” she said softly. “I wish… I wish things could be different. You know I’ll always love you. I just hope you find a girl who gives you a total mind fuck.”

They smiled at each other in a way that showed how much they cared for each other. Lucky her, I didn’t go all Hulk jealous. The look she gave him was different than the one she normally gave me. His hand moved up and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. The glass, slick from the cold juice and heat of warm air, nearly slipped from my hand. I fumbled and managed to maintain hold before it shattered on the ground.

“I want what you two have. I want someone to look at me how you look at him. And he was right. I wanted that girl to be you.” He pursed his lips. “I wish you both well. And if he fucks up, you call me and I’ll come running.”

“I heard that,” I muttered, unable to contain the words.

He laughed, a full belly one. “I know you did. So don’t fuck up. She’s the best thing you’ll ever have.”

“I know.” My words were flat. The ache of almost losing her wasn’t quite gone.

By the time we got to the hotel, I didn’t waste time.

“I have to have you Lass. I need to be inside you before…” My words drifted off, because there was only a coat and a slip of fabric between her and me. That didn’t take long to overcome. I’d slid inside her with no fanfare. She’d teased my cock, stroking me through my pants on the ride over there. I’d had my fingers buried in her, only to taste them when we arrived.

“Fuck me, Kalen,” she cried out as I pushed her back on the bed. Her hair fanned out around her. I watched my dick slide in and out of her, coated with her wetness. 

“How do you want it?”

“Hard, fuck me hard.”

I pulled out and flipped her over. She barely had time to squeal when I sank back inside her. I thrust with as much force as I could. The bed took the brunt. I squeezed her hips and leaned down from where I stood on the edge of the bed.

Still inside her and not moving, I said, “Do you want to come?”

“Yes,” she panted. “Please.”

Unable to resist, I bit her shoulder lightly as I gave her a few shallow thrust. “And what do I get?” I asked, trying to ward off the explosion that wanted release. I wasn’t ready to come yet.

“You can have anything you want,” she begged.

“Anything,” I said darkly.

“Anything, please…”

I pushed my thumb slowly in her arse. “Can I have this?”

“It’s already yours.”

It was true. I had it before. Still, I didn’t want to assume.

“Yes, yes, yes you can, please.”

Her begging was enough. I moved my other hand from her hip in between her folds to the nub that would push her over. I wasn’t sure she needed that extra help, but there was no stopping me.

I lost my rhythm when my balls tightened. I came with a jerk and a grunt. I slammed home a few more times until I lay on top of her, panting as her release continued to milk me. I lay there for a second longer before I rolled off of her. The sensitive head of my cock caused another wave of sensation when I slid out of her.

I pulled her on top of me, enjoying the connection between us. “Move in with me, Lass.”

“Kalen, we’ve talked about this.”

My fingers make lazy circles on her back as I spoke into the crook of her neck. “It’s not just me being a shite. When I walked in and saw Turner, I thought maybe I’d lost you again. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I thought I might only see my kid every other weekend. I don’t want to be a weekend da.”

“I would never stop you from seeing our child.”

“I know. But if you’re here and I’m in New York. How is that going to work?” She looked away. “There’s something else,” I added.

Slowly, her body heat left mine. It may have been the tone of my voice that caused the alarm on her face.

I let the back of my finger stroke her cheek. “There is something you should know about my past.”

“Go on.”

My words took me back to a time and place I would rather forget. “When my mother left America and took me to Scotland, I could barely speak the language even though I understood it. It was there but locked away inside. I remember we went to my grandparents’ house. My grandmother fed me while my grandfather raged to my mother about her choices. I was surprised we were eventually sent away the same night. We ended up in a part of town where people did what they had to do to survive. I spoke English with an American accent and was dressed in fine clothes. I didn’t understand this until other’s made it clear that a rich American kid wasn’t accepted there.”

A flood of memories nearly chocked me. I paused, trying to compose myself.

“An older boy, one with a foul mouth and a fist to match it, let me know just how welcome I was.”

Her hand gripped my shoulder as if the memory pained her.

“That’s when I met Griff. Who knows if I would have survived that beating if Griff hadn’t come and gotten the crap beaten out of himself to stop them from kicking me while I lay in the dirt with my blood staining my shirt and pants?”

“Oh my god,” she gasped.

“I survived. And when my mother asked what happened to me, I didn’t tell her. I’m sure she guessed because she ended up trading in all the clothes I’d come with for crap ones.”

“What did you do?”

With a half laugh, I said, “I grew hungry, literally and figuratively. I did whatever I had to do to toughen up so I wouldn’t have to endure the abuse longer than necessary.”

“What was done to you?”

“A lot of things I rather not remember. I think after living with Thomas and having to take blows for my pestering him, I come to expect being hit. Being hit by anyone else including Sandy wasn’t as bad.” Before she could think that I’d been beaten up by a girl, I clarified. “Sandy was the guy who basically ran the streets, at least for us wee ones.”

“Oh,” she said. And I knew she needed that clarification. “What did you do on the streets? Your mom mentioned you’d gone to jail.”

“I did what I had to do to survive and eat to live another day. I won’t apologize for it. I tried to pick my marks as the ones who looked like they could live with a loss.” 

I paused trying to think how to explain about jail. “My mother didn’t complain about our lack of money. I tried to man up and do what I could to bring home food when I knew she didn’t eat so I could. One day I came across a notice that said things like our electricity would be shut off due to non payment and another one from the flat manager demanding rent.”

It felt fresh even though it was years ago.

“By that time, my memory of the states was somewhat diminished. But Sandy never let me forget where I came from. Anger that my father who had more than enough hadn’t bother to help us in any way made me feral. I devised a scheme. What better mark was there than my father. He had an office. It was late after hours when I showed up demanding to see the man. I didn’t think he was there. I was just the distraction as Griff went in and hauled out some computer equipment we could resell.”

When her face did turn to disgust, I finished. “The police hauled me from the streets armed with my name because I’d given it to the security guy. Some part of me wanted to be caught I guess, plus it was the excuse why I demanded to see my father. They also had a grainy video of me. When they asked who my accomplice was, I lied and admitted that it was me that had gone in and stolen he stuff. I never told them about Griff. My father must have gotten word and dropped the charges.”

“Is that when he contacted you?”

“No, but it wasn’t so long after.”

She looked more concerned than anything else and I loved her all the more for it.

“Did you stop after that?”

I hadn’t specifically told her all I’d done except for fighting and steal from my father. “I had more fights with Sandy until the day I caught him and his gang about to rape Keely.”

The quick intake of air suggested that even though there wasn’t any love lost between her and Keely, she wasn’t heartless either.

“Keely was always there hanging around and wanting to be like Griff and me. He’d become my best mate. We were inseparable. And she was the annoying little sister I was supposed to watch while my mom and hers tried to feed us both on meager tips and wages.”

I paused in reflection, hating myself over again for what I’d done. “My mom got called into work unexpectedly one of many times. That day she told me to watch Keely because her mom was working that night too. I had other plans. Griff and I were going to meet a couple of lasses from school. Keely being the hardhead she is, didn’t stay at home. She followed us. When she caught up with us, I told her to wait in this abandoned building nearby, not wanting to walk her back all the way home. I told her I’d kiss her if she waited like I asked. She was young and I knew she had this crush on me. So I took advantage.” 

It still rankled that Keely overlooked this and was with Sandy. “After we left her, I didn’t get far before I had this bad feeling. I don’t know. Whatever it was, it told me to go back. When I got there, I heard her muffled cries through the door I’d told her to lock. After I broke the door down, Sandy was there with four other guys lined up to take a go at her. I lost it. Between Griff and me, we took them all out on our own.”

“They got what was coming to them,” she said aghast.

I nodded. “Anyway, it looks like Sandy might be behind the embezzlement. And yeah, it’s about the money, but I think it’s more than that. This is personal. I became King of the streets after that day and he’s wanted to get back at me for years. He’s been sleeping with Keely and I’m just not sure what she’s told him. He may know about you and try to get me through you.”

“She betrayed you?” Bailey asked appalled, worried more about my feelings than her own safety.

“I don’t want to think so. I think he used her.” I watched her accept what I said. “I need you to be safe.”

“This is the reason for the two extra guards?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re only telling me now.”

Shit. Her narrowed eyes said that nothing I might say would appease her. I didn’t bother with a yes. I jumped into my explanation. “You needed to hear the story and I wanted to do that in person.”

Her exhalation of breath gave me some hope. “I need to think about. My job is here. I just started. My resume is going to look bad if I keep leaving jobs after a few months.”

I didn’t bother with words like I’ll take care of you. I’d learned they wouldn’t work. “Fine, I’ll move to DC.”

“You can’t. Your business is in New York.”

“True. You are more important. Our wee babe is more important.”

She shook her head and rolled on her side with her head propped up on her elbow. “Don’t. Just give me some time to figure it out.”

Something told me I may have persuaded her to my side.

“I still haven’t seen your place yet.”

“Next weekend,” I promised. I could fly her there tomorrow. But that would mean an hour or two in travel time I couldn’t be inside her. I was too greedy for that. “At this moment, I want to feel you wrapped around me.”

She giggled when I made a move to slide inside her again.

 






  

Chapter Forty

 

If I were to get paid by the number of orgasms I had, I would be rich. Kalen was insatiable. We didn’t leave the hotel the next day. Hell, I’d barely left the bed at all. The room was elegant, draped in crème’s and gold’s. Something I hadn’t noticed until late Sunday. Finally Kalen and I decided we needed to leave the room. He refused to drive me home and instead we stopped at a shop with me in my trench coat with nothing underneath. 

The boutique carried all designer clothing. After my protest about spending too much money on me, he managed to persuade me by explaining that there wasn’t another store in walking distance according to the concierge at the hotel. Not wanting to walk around practically naked, I tried on a few dresses. I ended up wearing a leaf green crepe number with cap sleeves and a deep V-neck that ended with a hidden zipper that trailed all the way to the hem a couple inches above the knee. The dress was worth more than my paycheck. I tried not to think about that.

Kalen refused to buy me any undergarments. He liked the idea that the zipper was the only thing from exposing me to the world. I have to say I was thoroughly turned on. I could only hope my arousal wouldn’t stain the dress.

We were sitting in a five star restaurant, eating food that was too good to be dreamed up. After I’d flinched at the prices in the menu, Kalen took over ordering for us. His choices turned out to be divine. Knowing his history, I marveled at how in four years or so under his father’s tutelage he’d come to be an expert at the finer things in life. Maybe it was in the genes.

“Why are you staring at me, Lass?” 

Every time he called me lass my pussy clenched. His accent was incredibly sexy and his voice alone could probably get me off. 

“The way you’re licking that chocolate ganache off your fork is making me jealous.” It coated the cake his fork sank into.

His emerald eyes sparkled with mischief. “You want me to eat you like this.” The way he put the cake in his mouth had me crossing my legs. “Because this cake has nothing on your pussy.”

“Can we go?” I begged. Suddenly I hated that we’d talked each other out of our room. He would be headed home soon. And I was seriously considering calling out of work and following him to New York. The past two weeks had been torture without seeing him. And it was my own stubborn fault.

“Just one more bite,” he said, teasing me all over again. 

Once he paid the bill, he was stopped by a business associate. His company was international, he had contact everywhere. After I’d been introduced I lost interest in their conversation. I drifted towards the window and wood paneled door, hoping to give Kalen the excuse to leave their conversation. I stood in the vestibule because Kalen had my coat. It was too cold to stand outside because of the dress I’d chosen.

When a hand met the small of my back, I jerked and spun around. It wasn’t Kalen’s hand, I knew that by first touch. A blast so far from the past met my eye, I was speechless.

“Hi, Bailey.”

He was still handsome and clean cut, just like the last time I saw him. He smelled of the spicy cologne he liked to wear and I found myself wrinkling my nose. Kalen was a clean scent guy. He wore nothing more than deodorant. It was pleasing, this was overkill.

“Scott,” I muttered.

A few people entered the restaurant from the outer door, bringing with them a blast of cold air. I shivered. 

He started to shrug off his jacket. Before I stopped him with a hand raised. “I’m okay.”

“You’re better than okay. You look… stunning.” His eyes roamed my body. “As always. I have to say I miss you.”

Goosebumps erupted on my skin and not in a good way. I felt crawly things as his eyes traveled over me. 

“I can’t say the same.”

Ignoring my comment, he said, “I tried to call you several times, but you didn’t return any of my voicemails. And that barmaid of a friend of yours wouldn’t pass on a message to you.”

He hadn’t come for me either. I thought about what Kalen said to Turner. Scott wanted me when I was in his sight, but he didn’t love or need me. Honestly, I didn’t care. Seeing him made me feel nothing. 

He slithered forward crowding me in a corner as I retreated from his advance. “We still could be good for each other. I could forgive you for leaving me without a word.”

In disgust, I shook my head. “Never going to happen.”

His hand came up and I prepared myself to strike. “I wouldn’t touch my wife if I were you.”

Kalen showed up in silence. He yanked Scott from touching distance. It all happened so fast, I didn’t bother correcting his use of the term wife. Who cared what Scott thought, as long as he left me alone?

With bugged out eyes Scott nearly danced on his toes with Kalen still holding him by the collar. My ex wasn’t a short guy, but he was dwarfed by my current lover. 

“Wife,” Scott spluttered.

“Wife,” Kalen confirmed. 

The two men glared at each other. Kalen let him loose and Scott tried to straighten his jacket when a blonde walked in. 

“Scott, I thought you said you’d be right back.” I didn’t want to hate the girl on sight even though she had bad taste in guys. Her voice, however, grated on my nerves. She spoke in a whiny nasally tone that added to the brainless expression she gave him.

“Jane,” Scott said. “I’ll meet you back at the table in a minute.”

Her head bobbed in a fashion that said she was used to the motion. When her left hand reached for the door something caught my interest and had me moving to intercept her.

I took her cold hand in mine, not believing what I was seeing. “Wow, that looks just like the ring Scott gave me. I left it when I saw your picture flash on his phone several months ago. He was leaving our apartment to meet you. While I congratulate you for winning this prick, I mean prize, as a woman I have to tell you he re-gifted that engagement ring you’re wearing.”

She looked stunned, but I wasn’t quite sure she’d gotten the message. Pity, I was in no mood to spell it out. Scott looked furious. He lunged. Kalen, who’d moved to stand beside me in the middle of all of this, caught Scott with a hand around his neck.

“I want you to think about your next move. If you hurt my wife or unborn child, I’ll be forced to end you.”

Scott went limp in compliance.

“Good lad,” Kalen said and released him. 

Scott scurried away with Jane in tow. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Scott had all but asked me to come back to him when he was engaged to her. Then again, he had been engaged to me when he was screwing her. Once a cheater, always a cheater, I hated to think.

“That’s the prick you were going to marry?”

I felt stupid for that decision, but I could do nothing about that now. I shrugged. “Clearly, the bright lights of the big city messed with my brain,” I joked. Not that Boston was any comparison to New York. But a girl like me from a small community with no outside influences, some small towns would have been a shock for me that first time away.

He tucked me in my coat and we stepped out of the vestibule where he hailed a cab.

On the ride back to the hotel, I said, “Wife, huh?”

Kalen smirked. “It’s only a matter of time.”






  

Chapter Forty-One

 

By the time Kalen left to head back to New York, I was thoroughly sated. His professed words, marking me as his wife, played over and over in my mind. It was too soon to get married, I thought. Still, maybe I should move in with him. I didn’t want to give up my job, but I could find another. Sleep claimed me before I could call Lizzy and Violet to talk this through.

Fate played its hand. I got a call from my supervisor from Boston. She’d left my old firm in favor of another and a promotion. She said they were ramping up staff. Many clients left our old firm because of the press and arrest of Kevin, one of their senior managers, who was directly involved in embezzlement from a client. It was sad for them. That, however, was how the business world worked.

The important part of her call was an offer of a job. She was based in New York and wanted to bring me on.

Violet became my sounding board because I couldn’t reach Lizzy. 

“She’s been out every night this week. She comes in late and sleeps even later. I haven’t seen her since I have class during the day.”

I worried about Lizzy, which was another reason I felt like maybe I should make the move. We speculated more about what she was up to. She’d resorted to only texted me here and there not telling me much of what she was doing other than checking in to let us know she was safe. After beating that subject into the ground, we switched topics.

“I don’t know what to do,” I groaned.

“Okay, so let’s look at the good and bad things.” I’d already told her my dilemma.

“The pros are I’d be close to you and Lizzy.”

“I told you I would move to DC.” 

She had offered and I’d considered knowing I should have been the one to take care of her. “I know you would. Your school is great. No need to change on my account,” I said.

“Fine, and don’t forget you’d be close to your man.”

“True. But I kind of want to live on my own for a while.”

“I get it,” Violet said.

Something about how she said it had me suddenly sitting up in bed. “Do you hate living with Lizzy?”

“No,” she replied. “She’s hardly here and when she is, she knows when I need space and when I need company.”

That was so true and great when I’d lived under her roof. I never felt like I was a bother to her or she was a bother to me. “That’s good.”

“What about cons?” 

Was there something else going on with Violet? She’d smoothly brought the conversation back to me. Violet wasn’t one to complain. I debated on whether to push. She wouldn’t tell me if she didn’t want to. This was probably another reason to move to NY, so I could be there for Lizzy and Violet as they had me.

I found myself answering her question. “I just started my job a few weeks ago. The guy took me in on a favor from a friend. I feel bad to leave them. Although the audit season is winding down. It would be worse for me to stay and leave when audit season ramps up again in the fall.”

“Isn’t that when you’re due?”

Sighing, I said, “Yes.”

“You would actually be doing them a favor to leave now so they find a replacement before it gets busy for them.”

I groaned. She was right. 

“It sounds like work or family. Which do you choose?”

When we hung up, I was closer to an answer than not. I just wasn’t quite there yet. I would decide this weekend when I went to stay at Kalen’s place. It would be interesting how he was around his things. How would he react with me in his domain?

On the downside, Kalen’s calls at night became increasing agitated during the week.

“Lass, please consider staying with me in New York, even if only temporary.” His near pleading almost broke me. “My team has unearthed several transactions that make the likely that Sandy’s the guy pulling the strings on the embezzlement. The FBI tracked him on a plane to the U.S. a couple of weeks ago. They don’t see an exit through Customs, which means he’s most likely still in the country.”

He was beginning to really freak me out.

“Keely allowed an agent to go pose for her at the meeting place in the Cayman Islands. He has yet to show. He’s called her a few times and she’s played along. Unfortunately, he was on a prepaid phone and never stayed on long enough to track.”

“If he’s trying to get at you, wouldn’t it be better if I wasn’t near you?” It was a random thought, and a stupid one.

“You’re safer with me.”

“I’m surrounded by a security detail. He’s not going to make a move on me.”

He exhaled a heavy breath, weary from my constant push back regarding moving. “Just get some sleep.”

Each night was more of the same. By the time Friday came, I was jumping at my own shadow. When Kalen stepped into my office at five, I was shocked to see him. I knew he was against me taking a train. This, however, was extreme.

“Are you done for the day?”

I was so thrilled to see him I practically jumped into his arms. “Does that mean we’re staying here for the weekend?

“No. I promised you’d get to see my place. And I mean for you to.”

He set me on my toes and kissed me slowly at first before things got heated.

“You blush beautifully,” he said with heavy lidded gaze. If I couldn’t see the desire on his face, I felt the stiffness in his pants against my body.

“I think we should go before I shock my coworkers.”

It was Friday and not tax or audit season. The office was emptying, which meant a lot of girls and a few guys stopped in their tracks as we passed by. My security team was outside, so it clearly was the man on my arm that had eyebrows raised. One girl gave me a thumbs up and I had to laugh. 

“I guess you’re used to being gawked at.”

His smirk gave the answer. “I donnae noo whi yer going on about.”

Don’t try and act like you don’t understand me. You know exactly what you do to women.” I winked. “And men too. That would be kind of hot if you kissed a boy.” I started singing a different version of Katy Perry’s hit song about kissing a girl. I switched out the word girl to boy.

“Never going to happen.”

“Lost your donnae speak,” I said, trying to mimic his accent.

He rolled his eyes and I just laughed.

As much as I wanted to be with Kalen and join the mile high club, I ended up napping on his chest after we boarded the plane. 

“We’re here,” he said in my ear.

I opened my eyes to get a view of a large building with a glass front entrance. We weren’t in a plane. I’d slept the whole ride and all the way to his place. His driver open the door and held out a hand. On instinct, I looked back at Kalen. He nodded and I allowed the driver to help me out of the car.

“I like your submissive side,” Kalen whispered in my ear as he guided me to the front entrance of the building with a hand at the small of my back.

“I guess you want to spank me now,” I flirted. The idea didn’t appall me. 

He sucked in a breath. “There are so many things I have planned for you.”

The doorman held open the door and I strolled into the building. The lobby had a minimalistic appeal. There were a few paintings along the way that led to a bank of elevators behind a wall that obstructed the view of residents’ ins and outs from those walking by on the street.

I took his hand, finding comfort being this close. 

“Why didn’t the security team follow us up?” I asked when we were alone in the elevator.

He placed a kiss on my forehead. “You don’t think I can keep you safe?”

“Of course I do. I just wondered, is all.”

“My place is under constant surveillance.” He pointed to what looked like a blacked out panel. “Wave.”

I did, even though I felt like an idiot. 

“The security team is for you, not for me. I want him to come at me. In fact, I dare him to. Besides, I needed a moment alone with you.” 

He pressed me against the wall with the panel. At our angle, we wouldn’t be seen. Again he kissed me breathless until the elevator dinged. 

We stepped out of the elevator into a long hall that held only two doors. One was on the right side at one end of the hall. And the other was on the left side at the opposite end of the hall. I followed him to the right.

When he opened the door, I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. Whatever it was, this wasn’t it. Before me was an unobstructed view of Central Park with the city’s architectural skyline to either side. That wasn’t the confusing part. 

“It’s empty,” I said, stepping further into the space. To my left, there was a transition into a beautiful kitchen that also had floor to ceiling views. To my right was a staircase that curved up.

“It’s yours.”

I pivoted on my heels. He stayed back, watching me take it all in. “What?”

“I bought it for you, for us. I wanted a place you could, we could make our own. The apartment I’m in now belonged to my father. Everything in it is his. I had a place back home. When I came to work here in the states, I stayed at a hotel. Like I told you before, I never planned to stay here until you.”

“You bought this for me?” I felt my face scrunch in confusion. Dumbly I couldn’t fathom what he’d done.

He stepped forward tentatively. He looked unsure at how I was handling this information.

“Yes, I bought it for you. I know you’re not ready to live with me. But I hope in time, you’ll let me move in with you.”

My mouth opened and closed a few times before I was able to let more words come out. “Where’s your apartment, or your dad’s?” I asked and shook my head from bafflement.

“I’m a couple floors down. This place came available and I snapped it up. I hoped if you moved here and didn’t want me to live with you, I could be close to you, to our wee bairn.”

I did a three sixty turnabout. “I can’t afford to furnish this place. I probably can’t even afford the utilities even if I got a job here.” New York paid more than they did for the same job in DC. I knew that from firsthand experience.

Honestly, I waited for him to say he would take care of me. My retort was ready on my tongue. Instead, he surprised me.

“We can figure that out. First you have to agree to move back.” He kissed me again, stopping my protest. “Let me at least give you the tour.”

“And if I say no?”

“I’ll move here on my own. I’ll rent out my place or let Griff stay there.”

“Griff’s moving here?”

“So he’s told me. He’s the head of my security team. And I think he wants out of Scotland.”

“And if I agree to move here and not let you stay with me?”

“I’ll have a roommate. And maybe you’ll let me spend the night when Griff brings his lasses to stay the night.”

My eyes narrowed. “This is like some form of bribery.”

He only grinned.

 






  

Forty-Two

 

After showing her the four bedrooms and baths upstairs, I gave her a tour of the main floor. There was a living room, family room, library and office. I even showed her the guest room or housekeeper room. We’d stepped out of the kitchen when Bailey was snared away from my grasp.

My first thought was that I promised to keep her safe. Instead, her face filled with panic as the fannie bawbag held a gun to her head.

“I half expected the two of you to go at it in one of the rooms upstairs. I can’t say I wouldn’t have minded getting a look at your boonie burd.”

I wanted to snarl that she wasn’t my girlfriend but my wife. Those words died in my throat when he pulled her back some more, putting distance between us, and got closer to the door.

“Don’t say it.” Then he began to mock me. “Don’t touch my bonnie lass or I’ll…” He laughed. “But I am touching her. And bloody enjoying it.”

“Since when do you start talking like the English?”

“I’ll fucking talk how I want to talk.”

In a calm voice I didn’t feel, I asked, “How’d you get in here?”

Apparently, that was a funny question, for he laughed. “You should have your security people check the cleaning crew.”

I knew they did those kinds of checks. I imagined once they looked into what happened today, they’d find he was a last minute replacement.

“What do you want?” I asked instead.

“What the fuck do you think I want?” His eyes were wild, flicking back and forth between Bailey and me. As much as I wanted to ring his neck, I stayed where I was. I knew he wouldn’t have a problem killing her. I wouldn’t let that happen. I’d give him whatever he wanted as long as it meant she’d live. 

“They say you’re worth over a billion dollars,” he continued. “Is that more or less in euros?” He shook his head and I didn’t like how the gun pressed hard into Bailey’s temple. Her neck was bent at an angle for all his pressure from the gun barrel. “I’m thinking you wire me… let’s say half of that. Five hundred million dollars, because I assume your net worth isn’t all cash.”

He was wrong about what cash I had. I didn’t bother to argue. “I need to call someone to do that.”

“Fine,” he said waving the gun. Bailey straightened her neck and I tried not to look at her so he would focus on me. “Just don’t do anything to be a hero and you’ll get her back.”

I plucked my phone from my pocket, trying to think fast.

“Put it on speaker,” he demanded smartly. After his dollars to euros conversion, I wasn’t sure how intelligent he really was.

The phone buzzed through the speaker once I dialed a number. I could only hope this would work.

“What’s up boss?” the voice answered.

“I need to wire a half a billion dollars to an account.”

There was a pause. I sincerely hoped the person on the other end would understand and play along.

“Sure thing. Are you near a computer?”

I nearly let out a sigh of relief but suppressed it. With my eyes still on Sandy, I gave him a questioning look. He nodded. “I’m not yet. Give me five minutes.”

“Okay, call me back.”

“Alright pretty boyo, we will follow you. If you even stumble, I will blow her head off.”

I took careful steps out of the apartment and into the hall. I pressed the button for the elevator while he stood several feet away with a gun wedged between him and her. With only two apartments on this floor, we didn’t encounter anyone along the way.

In the elevator, Bailey with her back to his front gave me pleading eyes. I cursed myself again for putting her in danger. She was right. Being near me hadn’t protected her at all. I looked at her then I quickly glanced up but not at the security panel. Hopefully, I’d reminded her that we were being watched.

Disembarking two floors down, again the hallway was silent. There were still only two doors on this floor. I opened my apartment and dropped the keys in the Waterford bowl on the table to the left. The space mimicked the minimalistic approach much like the lobby of the building with two-story vaulted ceilings. The furniture also had a modern feel. Not much was in this room except a sofa and two matching modular chairs. I hadn’t cared much for the style. The dark wood floors and dark grey furniture left me feeling like a boy stuck inside the house on a stormy day. 

“My office is down this hall,” I announced as I strode down on the left past the stairwell located in the middle of the space. Once inside the room, I turned the lights on as there were no windows in the hall. The ceiling on this side of the apartment was only nine feet from the floor because the bedrooms were located above.

I didn’t wait for Sandy to follow. I had to trust for a second that Bailey was okay. I didn’t want him to follow me and see what I was doing on my computer. Once he was inside the door, I made the call to distract him. Meanwhile, I was activating my security cameras in the house. They were there in case of a burglary. However, they weren’t on all the time because I wanted to maintain some level of privacy. I needed them on now. 

“Are you near a computer?” the voice asked without preamble.

“Yes,” I said with the speaker phone active. “I’m logging in now.” Of course, I was actually logging out of my security system.

“What’s the account information where you want this wired?”

My eyes locked on Sandy. He had to give me this information. He nodded towards the phone and I assumed he wanted me to take the caller off speaker. I did so. He spoke in a normal voice but in a way as if he didn’t want to be overheard by the caller. It didn’t matter, we were being monitored and recorded as we spoke. He gave me the bank name and the number account. I passed that on as if we were actually making this happen. I did a couple of head nods and typed on the computer like I was approving the wire. Sandy’s fault was not coming around the desk to verify what I was doing. It was a risk. One I had to take. 

“Say that again,” I said while activating the speakerphone again.

My accomplice said, “I see your authorization on my end. It will take about fifteen minutes. I’ll call you back once I have confirmation it’s gone through.”

The call ended and I left my phone on my desk. I rounded it and stood before it, not venturing any closer to where Sandy still held Bailey firmly around her torso. 

“Why are you doing this?” I asked, hoping to get him to make a false move or at least not think about my security team and or the cops who should be closing in less than fifteen minutes if that’s what my guy had tried to tell me. 

“You think this is some kind of TV drama where I spill my master plan?”

“I just want to know why you hate me so much.” Actually, I didn’t care. I wanted him away from Bailey. 

“I’ll tell you what I plan to do.” It was then he made his first mistake. 

He dipped his head to the place I loved on Bailey’s neck, taking his eyes off me. I gave Bailey a good hard stare before I silently walked forward, keeping my eyes on them. Bailey blinked twice, which I thought maybe was a signal for something. I didn’t have time to puzzle it out.

He continued to talk. “I’m going to fuck her while you watch.”

Bailey wasn’t in agreement. She did three things in rapid succession. Her right foot came down on his. Her right elbow moved forward and back with a punishing blow to his gut. And her head slammed back into his face. He released her, doubling over for a second to grab at his nose which squirted blood.

Then, she lunged to one side. Unfortunately the direction she chose was opposite that of the door. I wanted her to get away. However, because I was already moving in their direction when this all went down, I caught him in a chokehold with his gun hand firmly wrenched between us. I could have snapped his neck the way his head was angled oddly in my hold. But death was too good for him.

What came next wasn’t something I ever planned to do again. I was a guy and knew the most vulnerable spot on a man. I needed him to speak to the camera, telling every one of his crimes. He needed to be locked away with no question of his guilt. So I grabbed his balls and twisted. His yelp was worthy of his girly name.

When I knew he understood I wouldn’t be letting go unless he answered, I asked, “Why did you steal my money?”

“Why do you think? I wanted to hurt you. You fucking stole my life away that day you broke my nose.” 

I hadn’t known for sure I’d broken it, but I did know I’d broken other things when I heard bones snap. No doubt Bailey’s blow to his head had broken it again. 

He laughed then. “In the end, you didn’t save the lass. I still fucked your Kiwi. And she was just as fresh as that day, unspoiled.” By Kiwi, he meant Keely. I didn’t correct him because at this point I didn’t know her role. And I wasn’t sure how much time we had before the cops came and he shut up in favor of a lawyer.

I would tell the police my next squeeze of his balls was an involuntary response to the grip I had him in. He yelled again, squealed more like a pig this time.

“How did you get access to steal from me?”

“That was easy.” He chuckled again, and I knew that was all to save face because I had the upper hand. “After fucking Kiwi, the dumb whore opened up about you and her boss. She had no idea she was setting you up for this. Her boss was a needy little thing too. Say the right things and fuck her good and she talked and talked. After I asked her about money moving protocols, I mean she was your finance manager, she laughed about how easy it would be to get around wiring money. Apparently, your clerk was out with her kids a lot and had given your manager her banking password to initiate wires when she wasn’t around. Your manager thought the password was so funny she shared it with me, not knowing I was paying attention to her log in information when she had to work from bed.”

“How about Kevin? How did you convince him to help you?”

“After I’d test everything out and had taken some money, I hired the best American private detective to look into potential employees for a high security level internal job. With the names from e-mails, I passed it along. Kevin turned out to be hard into fetish clubs. The private detective uncovered Kevin’s wish for a slave in the Dom/sub scene he met over the Internet. She, however, was seeking a new Dom with ready cash. Without any, he was perfect for my scheme.”

“Is my money in that numbered account we just wired the money to?”

This time he stayed silent. I squeezed until I thought I felt something give. 

“Yes,” he said bouncing on his toes a little under my grip. 

“What’s the password?” He was turning all kinds of red in the face.

“Like I’d fucking tell you that.” He continued to squirm and I had to tighten my grip at his neck to keep hold of him.

“What’s the password?” I repeated, clutching his ball sack tighter.

“Kiwi likes it rough,” he chirped and a string of numbers. “And I bet your lass likes it rougher.” 

He tried to rile me with that last statement. And he succeeded. While I was trying to get him to spill his secrets, he’d managed to switch the gun to his other arm that wasn’t trapped. He lifted it and began to aim at Bailey who was slowly making her way to my desk. I think she was planning to call the police. I didn’t have time to ask.

When I let go of his balls to stop him from shooting her, I inadvertently twisted my body, reaching for the gun arm and still trying to maintain my hold. His neck snapped in the process. He went limp in my arms. Stunned at what I’d done, I let him go. He dropped to the floor like a stone. The cavalry showed a couple of minutes later. Not before I got a good view at Bailey’s horrified expression.






  

Chapter Forty-Three

 

There wasn’t time to talk. We were immediately separated as the cops took our statements. I was taken to the kitchen, still shaken from what had happened. I knew though when the EMT workers came, they would be removing a dead body. I saw none of it. I only heard a gurney being wheeled in and out at some point.

I didn’t see but heard officers talking about a video of the incident. It was at that point I was released to go upstairs. Kalen was still with them, and I wondered if he would be cuffed and taken to jail. Then what? 

Without anything else to do, I found myself exploring the upstairs on my own. I knew when I found his bedroom. The other rooms I’d come to first were furnished but looked empty. The one I’d ended up in looked lived in with a large metal frame four-poster bed. There were a few other pieces of furniture, but the bed in this one looked like it was used even though it was made up much like the others.

Simple yet elegant modern furniture adorned this room as it did throughout what I’d seen of this apartment. Pretty as it was, it didn’t feel like Kalen’s place. He himself had called it his father’s place. I understood his statement, staring at the frames filled with art that reminded me of the art show at Lizzy’s when Kalen showed up and we played wicked games in public in front of a blob of paint someone passed off as art. This was much the same. The kind of stuff artists passed off to be too deep for the weak minded to understand.

I explored the room and the attached marble bath, ending up in his closet. It wasn’t filled with fifty thousand suits or shoes. In fact the room, which could double as a bedroom without the racks and shelves lining the wall, was mostly empty. Yes, Kalen had a collection of clothes. However, it wasn’t so much that it felt wasteful. 

Once I was done, I waited sitting on the bed for Kalen to finally show up. There had been fear in his eyes before the cops separated us. I hadn’t been able to thank him for saving my life. He’d looked haunted. I knew that having killed that Sandy guy wouldn’t bring him peace. I just hoped he would survive the experience. 

When he finally came through the door, he looked relieved to see me.

“I didn’t think you’d still be here.”

I met his weary eyes with a fierceness of my own. “Where else would I go?”

That seemed to break through to him. He strode over to me and kneeled before me. He pulled me down the short distance to wrap me in his embrace. He buried his face in my hair. “If he’d hurt you, I would have never forgiven myself.”

He sounded like a man on a ledge, calm and resolute.

“What are you talking about? You saved my life.” I hoped I came through just as steadfast as he had.

“I put you in danger, Lass. You were right. Being near me put you in danger.”

Stanchly, I said, “No! Together, we survived this.”

My fierceness must have gotten through. His next words were, “That reminds me, where did you get your moves?”

I felt the heat in my face. “Matt insisted on teaching Lizzy and me self-defense. He said every woman should know how to get herself out of a bad situation.”

He nodded. “I should have guessed. It looks like I owe him one.”

His eyes still held a sadness that looked eternal. 

“You did what you had to do.”

He huffed. His words were thick with his brogue. “You probably think I’m a monster and want nothing to do with me.”

“I want you just the same. In fact, I need you now.”

We both had ghosts we needed to exorcise. I had no idea if people were still in the apartment. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was us.

“What?’ he asked in disbelief.

With my eyes on his green ones, I said, “I need you to bind my hands and make love to me.” Just so he understood me, I added, “I need you to take those memories away with new ones. I need you to make me feel safe.” I knew he needed this as much as I did. I needed him to know I trusted him implicitly.

His head bobbed slightly. His words were barely whispers. “Anything for you.”

There were light touches around my waist, and I felt and heard my zipper slide down. My skirt then succumbed to gravity and pooled at my feet. With gentle hands that had fiercely protected me that night, he unbuttoned my blouse. Fingers barely a whisper on my skin, he shrugged the offending piece of clothing off my shoulders. I was left in a black bra, a swath of fabric labeled panties and a garter belt I’d worn just for him that held up thigh-highs for show. I never wore the latter except I’d planned on surprising him.

“Lass,” he swallowed. “Every time I see you, you take my breath away.”

I stroked his jaw before fisting my hand in his hair, yanking his mouth to mine. “Then kiss me.”

He allowed me the pace of the kiss as he tugged me closer. It didn’t take long for him to remove my bra. Kalen did have magic fingers. His impatience showed when he snapped my thong off. He released the garter belt too with practiced ease. However, my stockings stayed in place, as they hadn’t needed the other garment to do so. He lifted me off my feet and I wrapped my legs around his waist.

“You’re still dressed.”

“We have all night,” he replied.

Gently he laid me on his bed. He stood over me at the edge of the bed and drank me in. His gaze held one of reverence and I never in my life felt so loved.

“You own me, Lass.”

The sound of his belt being released from its buckle did me in. I squirmed on the bed and started to make my way to sitting up.

He caught me by the wrist. “You still want me to bind you?” he asked, searching my eyes.

I nodded my head yes and answered, “I trust you.”

His belt came free and he secured it around my wrist tightly before looping it around to secure my hands. “Just tell me to stop or let you go and I will.”

I nodded again. Quickly, his pants hit the floor along with his shirt. His body was well defined and I didn’t think I ever saw him like this with the lights on. My mouth watered and I ached to touch him. He didn’t tie me to the bed. I think he knew I wasn’t quite ready for that. But I didn’t move my hands closer to him. It was a test for me to see if I could resist touching him. The anticipation ratcheted up my need.

He spread my legs and stroked once then twice over my clit. My back arched off the bed. Then he took his time and removed each thigh-high with kisses down all the way to my toes and back. After the first leg, he licked my center a few times before working on the other one. I was sure I was dripping wet by the time he finished with my other leg. 

There was no hurry in his actions. As bound as I was, this wasn’t a rough fast fucking. He worshiped my body in ways he’d never done before. He gave me one orgasm with his tongue before giving me another with his fingers and mouth. By the time he mounted me between my legs and pushed his thick cock into me, I was loose and languid. I could have been Jell-O for all the body strength I had left. Still I rocked with him as he guided his length inside me with long purposeful strokes. He kissed my mouth, my neck, my breast as he eventually found his own release. All the while, he held one of my bound hands above my head. He showed me that love and trust could overcome all odds.

I didn’t leave his place for several days, calling out sick from work when Monday came. We made plans and I agreed to several things. Violet had been right. And I chose family. I explained to my boss that I was expecting and needed to move to New York to be near family. After not accepting my resignation, we worked out that I would help with the grunt work on some audits while he searched for my replacement. In this day of a paperless society, it was easy to telecommute.

Kalen let me work with a designer to get the new apartment ready. I refused to do it alone so he approved everything I showed him. I was sure his approval was just a formality to make me happy as he never disagreed with any of my choices.

There was also renovation in his current apartment. We didn’t want to remember what happened in his office. There ended up being a total renovation of that section of his apartment, redesigning spaces so that they didn’t resemble anything that was there before. His office became a part of a new half bath and guest room. Once it was complete, no one would be able to tell what part used to be the old office.

Months later, he continued to introduce me as his wife at four events I had to attend as his date.

“Why are you telling everyone I’m your wife?” I’d asked.

“Because one day you’ll agree to be mine.”

After a quick kiss, he tugged my hand as we ascended the stairs to his plane. “Where are you taking me?”

“You’ll see.”

We finally joined the mile high club. I let Kalen tie me up again. The therapist I was seeing thought it was healthy for me to continue to fight against the nightmares, which didn’t come as often anymore. I had to credit Kalen and my therapist for that one.

As per usual, whenever he bound me, our lovemaking was gentle, just shy of sweet. We still had hard and rough sex. I especially loved wall sex, but that was never with my hands tied. 

When we landed in Scotland, I was excited to be back. The first time, I hadn’t had a chance to explore. And I planned to do this on our week’s vacation. And I planned to take a trip to Dublin and introduce Ruth, my benefactor, to Kalen. As it turned out, Kalen had a hand in my good fortune. Ruth hadn’t lied. She had already intended on offering me help. The call that she received while talking to me in the café had been from him giving her an offer she couldn’t refuse even though she tried to according to both of them. Kalen had a way of sealing deals, which made him a good businessman. He still wouldn’t tell me what that deal was, but I planned to wear Ruth down when I saw her in person.

Once we pulled up in Moria’s driveway, I noticed a little car that hadn’t been there before. 

“That’s my mother’s,” Kalen said before we got to the open doorway where she greeted us.

“I’m so happy you came back,” she said, taking me in a sweeping embrace.

After talking with her for a while, Kalen said, “Take a walk with me.”

I followed him out the back. His mother’s garden was in full bloom. When he stopped me somewhere halfway with the blooms and fragrance surrounding us, he stopped me.

“I never imagined I’d say this to anyone because I never thought this feeling could even exist. You are that person for me,” he began. I knew he was making reference back to his talk to Turner that day that seemed so long ago but wasn’t. “You are the spark that is the flame of my life. You are the reason I want to be a good man. You wanted to know why I’ve called you my wife? It’s because that is what you are in my heart. And it’s not because we have a wee bairn on the way. It’s because I don’t want anyone else. There hasn’t been anyone since we first met. And there will never be anyone other than you. We’ve come a long way since New Year’s Eve.”

He bent on one knee and the tears sprang from my eyes. It was a good thing I wasn’t wearing much makeup because it would have been a mess.

“You are my wife in my heart, but I want you to be my wife in truth. Tell me you’ll honor me by accepting me as your husband.” He too struggled with emotions. His accent had gone full out broguish.

In his eyes, I could see my love reflected back. There wasn’t another man for me either. He’d spoiled me for any other. He was right. Even if I wasn’t pregnant and barely showing, I would have said the same word.

“Yes.”






  

Epilogue

 

I paced the halls with my hands clasp as if I was in prayer. I didn’t know what do to or say that would make things right.

Lizzy found me with a humorous grin on her face. “What are you doing out here?”

“She kicked me out,” I said nervously.

Lizzy giggled. “What did she say?”

Absently, staring ahead but not really seeing, I said, “She called me an asshat wanker bawbag cocksucker who did this to her.”

She cracked up, but I saw nothing funny. I couldn’t figure out what to say to make her allow me to come back in to see my child born.

“She’s been hanging out with Griff far too much.”

Finally, I glanced at her. “I know and I’m going to kick his arse for teaching my wife to curse in Gaelic.”

While Lizzy let out another round of snickers, Bailey yelled out. “Is that you, Lizzy? Is that fannie jobbie dobber out there with you?”

“Jobbie, that’s a new one,” Lizzy said to me before yelling back, “He’s out here.” Then she focused on me, “What’s a jobbie?”

“It’s like shite. Something wee bairns might say if they could get away with it.”

“Tell him to get his arse back in here.”

Lizzy’s eyes twinkled. Holding her hand out towards the door, she said, “Get in there, dad.”

Grateful to be back in her good graces, I took my Lass’s hand just as the doctor said, “Just one more push.”

“You said that the last time,” she yelled as she bore down just like the nurse told her too. She crushed my hand and I wondered at the Lass’s strength. 

Her eyes met mine as pain lanced through her. “We are never doing this again.”

I nodded, not wanting to speak. I may have said the wrong thing and be dismissed. She’d already threatened to call a lawyer to ask for a divorce, citing cruel and unusual punishment. The nurses and doctor all had a good laugh, but they hadn’t seen the determination in her eye.

When a wail let out, Bailey let my hand go. I watched in wonder as the lungs on that wee babe defied its size. 

“Looks like you have a son.”

We’d chosen to wait to find out what we were having, or rather Bailey had. I just went along for the ride. A son. I bent over and kissed my Lass before he was placed in her arms.

“Awe, look at little Kalen Jeremey.” We decided at her urging to name him after me. I agreed, but switched the order of our names. “And we’ll call him Jeremey.”

We’d agreed to that as well. Only people who didn’t know me well called me Jeremy. So in our house, we would be called by different names.

When she held him out for me to hold, I looked in his light blue eyes with a hint of green. I pushed back the tiny blue and pink striped hat to see what I’d noticed before. He had a tiny crop of dark red hair. 

“My son,” I said, amazed for the second time. “Your big sister Corrine is at home with both your grandmothers and aunts.”

I’d thought Corrine had stolen my heart for a second time. Looking at my son, I knew I had room for a third. Nothing in my life had been the same since Bailey Glicks, now Bailey Glenn, had rocked my world in a hotel bathroom. And there was nothing I would change, even all the bad, because out of that I came to appreciate the good.

When my son let out a tiny yawn, I thought I’d be prepared for the swell in my chest the second go around. I wasn’t any more than I’d been the first time.

“And we’re so doing this again, right honey?” I stared at my wife before nodding. Whatever she wanted.

She’d given me everything I needed. She became my wife that same week I’d asked her to marry me. I’d flown out her family and friends. With the power of the euro, they were outfitted in tuxes and custom dresses. Her family willingly donned the secular clothing and participated in the wedding. Lizzy, Violet and Mary stood for her. While Griff and, shockingly, my new friends Matt and Turner stood for me.

During the reception, I’d gotten a stern talking to from Jacob, Bailey’s da, about getting his daughter pregnant. In the same breath, I was praised for being a man and taking responsibility for my action. He also warned me that Bailey, like all his daughters, was his heart. If I hurt hers, I would be hurting his. I knew that was his way of letting me know he’d hunt me down and take care of things if that happened. Once I looked into my daughter Corrine’s eyes, I truly understood his meaning.

After she was born with a shock of black hair and eyes like her mother, we had her tested. Turner graciously accepted defeat, which he had months before or maybe he might not have been at the wedding or at least in the wedding party. The test was done at Bailey’s insistence so that there would never be a question. I’d already known. And my daughter had me wrapped around her two-year-old fingers. It was a good thing my pockets ran deep, because if she asked me to buy her the moon, I’d buy a rocket too in order to plant a flag on the surface, promptly renaming it Corrine’s moon.

Lizzy, our bairn’s godmother, came in and watched over our son as I sat next to my wife. I heard Griff, proud godfather, in the hall ranting, “Where is the wee dude? His Uncle Griff needs to start his lessons about chasing the wee lasses, starting with these nurses.” 

I focused on Bailey. It wasn’t often we were somewhat alone for any amount of time. And I knew it would be a long time until we had even more private moments. She had come a long way since she’d been kidnapped. Kevin had been found guilty of all charges related to the embezzlement and kidnapping along with his accomplice. They both were being put away for a very long time. She no longer winced when I bound her and had my way with her. In fact, she begged for me to take her harder and faster the last few times. Still, there was something I needed to say.

“Remember when we first met?”

Her eyes had been closing and I felt bad for not letting her sleep. She focused on me, interested in what I had to say.

“Yeah.”

“I hadn’t come alone that night.”

Her irises became pinpoints. “And you’re telling me this now… why?” Her words were slow and punctuated. Then her eyes quickly narrowed. “You’re telling me because I’m drugged, right?”

I winced. “Maybe, but I need to say this.”

She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, reminiscent of the exercises she’d learned in the birthing class the first go around.

Quickly, I let loose the words that coiled in my chest before she kicked me out again. “I’d come with Kinsey.”

Her head fell back and she stared at the ceiling as if she were searching for patience. “So you were seeing her then?”

“We were friends.” 

Her eyes turned to slits as if to say don’t lie to me. 

“Okay, buddies.”

“Fuck buddies,” she said in a cold flat tone.

“We were friends. We decided that we were better friends long before,” I amended, again not wanting to get off track. “She’d gone off to do her thing and left me. Many women came by as I stood by the bar, but a certain redhead had me mesmerized.”

The grim set to her mouth changed to a faint smile. I continued. “I wasn’t used to chasing women. Either they were bold enough to approach me or their friends would take up the slack. I watched you for a long time. You even glanced my way a few times. You didn’t come. Your blonde friend didn’t come over either. When a tall guy headed in the direction of the display that you and Lizzy were putting on, I got to my feet. I hadn’t known what I was going to do, but I knew I wasn’t going to let him get to you if you were his target.”

I exhaled a breath after that barrage of words. “Lucky for him, he moved to dance behind Lizzy. And there I was, less than two feet away. I couldn’t stop myself. I took your hips and pulled you back against the hardness you created. When you moved your lovely arse to create pressure, I thought I’d come in my pants like a wee lad.”

She just watched me as I gave her my confession.

“Before you turned around in my arms, I knew I had to have you. When you looked up at me, I didn’t see dollar signs in your eyes. I didn’t see the star struck look some women get. I saw you looking like you were enjoying my company. I saw a connection of something. I ignored it in favor of the heady lust brewing between us. I thought, let me just fuck her and I’ll forget her.”

Her mouth parted some. I knew that our love could stand some truths.

“When you let me have you that night, I was sure I could forget you. Even after you ran off without giving me your name or number, I thought for just a second, Good, I don’t have to give her the brush-off. To my shock, I found myself chasing after you, only for you to have gotten away.”

I took her hand, which she reluctantly let me have.

“That next night I was courting a potential investor. I’d planned to fuck her, but not to sway her to sign the deal. She’d already hinted she wanted me. She was attractive enough, I figured it could be a celebration of sorts after she signed on the line.”

“I thought she was a business associate?” Bailey asked, trying to take her hand back, but I wouldn’t let her go.

“An investor is a business associate,” I said, feeling derailed by her glare. I glanced away. I’d already committed to that path. I just had to get to the finish line. “I’d been plagued with thoughts of you all the night before. I thought, if I fuck this girl maybe I would forget about you.”

“Did you fuck her?” Bailey crudely asked. She was pissed. I tried not to let it influence me from finishing.

“Then I saw you, and I had a flicker that fate was playing games with me. I mean, what were the odds that in New York I would ever see you again? Worse, you were with that dobber. This irrational caveman emotion came over me. I wanted to go over there and toss you over my shoulder and beat my chest while saying mine.”

Her hand relaxed some from its punishing grip.

“You didn’t answer the question,” she complained.

I continued to ignore her. “I kept you in my sights, wanting to talk to you. Like destiny was playing cupid, you decided to go to the restroom. I hadn’t known up to that point how I planned to approach you until then.”

“And,” she said while I took a breath.

“You know what happened. I basically told you to come see me the next night.”

“And the business associate?” she said through gritted teeth.

“I didn’t touch her.” At her disbelieving look, I said, “Except to remove her hand form my barely responding dick. I dropped her straight off at her hotel.”

She rolled her eyes. I pressed on. “When you showed up that next day, that was it for me. You know the rest, except that if you’d gone off with Turner, I would have had to become a monk. For me and for my cock, you were the only one. I’d never in my life been so attracted, blindside by another woman.”

My hormonal wife, who’d given birth to my two beautiful bairns, sobbed, “I love you.” 

I kissed away her tears. “And I you, mo ghràdh. You give me reasons to draw breath. Corrine and Jeremy give me reasons to live. And the three of you give me hope for the future.”

“Mo ghràdh?” she questioned, actually doing a good job with the pronunciation even through the hitch in her voice. 

“It means, my love,” I said. “There’s no reason to cry.”

“As if…” she said while I wiped away her tears.

“I tell you these things so you will know, for as long as I live there won’t ever be another woman. I’ll never stray. I’m yours.”

She began to cry in earnest. With the pads of my thumbs, I tried my best to dry them. After kissing them and her mouth, I said, “And one more thing.”

That caught her attention. I didn’t wait. I hoped she was still in a favorable mood. She hated my money and didn’t like to spend it. She complained that she wanted our kids not to be spoiled and think that they could have anything without working for it. “I thought maybe we could buy a house outside the city.” I saw her stubborn chin begin to jut up. “We could stay in the city during the week and spend the weekends in a place where the kids can run and play outside. I could teach them football.”

She frowned. “What do you know about football?”

I kissed her forehead because there wasn’t a way I couldn’t touch her. “I’m not talking about American football.” She knew I was referring to soccer. I loved to tease her about the absurdity of the American name for their game of football. I’d come to know how much she’d been teased about it in Dublin. So I continued on with the tradition.

“Okay.” She gave in, waving off the discussion of football. “On the house,” she clarified. “Only if—,”

“Anything,” I offered.

“That we buy a house in Scotland too.”

My grin couldn’t have gotten any broader. This woman got me, had me. She held my heart and could utterly destroy me. Still, I trusted her unreservedly. The scales were balanced. Or as was said in her accounting world, our balance sheet was perfect. We had far more assets than we would ever have liabilities. The difference of the two was our unshakable partnership based on rock solid equity that would last until the end of our time.
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BONUS CHAPTER – LIZZY

 

Just call me a jealous bitch. I didn’t want to be. Not of Bailey, my best friend in all the world who deserved winning the jackpot when it came to men. Her man was rich, gorgeous and a sex god judging by the noises that came from her room before she moved out. Who wouldn’t be envious, and I’d told her as much many times.

Still listening, I tried not to turn green with envy as she gave us more good news about their impending bundle of joy. Her sister Violet hung on her every word like her situation wasn’t worse than mine. Violet’s old man turned out to be some convict who’d broken out of jail. I liked my men rough around the edges, but even that was pushing it for me.

I twirled the ring on my finger and wondered again what I’d done. 

My current squeeze, Hans, was a model that turned into an overnight sensation. People’s magazine had named him this year’s sexiest man. He did a shoot for this hot new cologne and took the world by storm. Tall, beautiful in a Roman gladiator kind of way with Swedish blonde hair that curled at his nape, he was every woman and some men’s dream. And he was mine.

So why was I fretting over the huge rock that hung on my finger like a paperweight?

“My love,” he’d said. “I don’t want to spend my life without you. Please accept to be my wife.”

My first instinct had been to say no. Or even, let me think about it. But with a room filled with witnesses, I hadn’t wanted to be the bitch on the tabloids the next day who’d embarrassed him.

The next thing I knew, like a little Tasmanian devil, Bailey wasn’t talking, she was trying to seize the hand I was now trying to hide. It had been no hope for me overpowering her. She was pregnant and unless I wanted the Highland warrior to come out of Bailey’s Scottish main squeeze, I had to let her win this round.

Words like engagement ring after a round of gasps were uttered. I had no choice but to fill them in on how I’d been suckered into saying yes, not that I wanted to relive that moment.

My plan was to tell him after a respectable amount of time the truth unless I somehow decided I could overcome that Hans had a penis the size of an averagely endowed Oompa Loompa, the little people in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. The man ate pussy like a small child with an ice cream cone—wet, sticky and loving every second of it. Still I wasn’t sure it was enough.

I felt like a spoiled child. I’d been born with a silver spoon in my mouth. You’d think finding a man who met all my needs would be easy. Not so true. In my experience, the sons of people who mingled with my parents were either overly boring or entirely too arrogant. 

Guys like my brother didn’t grow on trees. He’d all but forsaken the family money, opting against my parents’ wishes to become a cop, a lifelong dream of his. In fact, it was his fault I’d started dating guys who were the opposite of all things money. He’d unsuspectingly brought his friends around and I’d learned just how the other half lived.

“Let’s go to the lounge,” I interjected. Why not have a little fun?

Eventually, they’d agreed. I’d dressed in black leather pants and a cream silk asymmetrical top. The look accentuated my best assets, my long legs. My mom liked to say I was willowy. I’d been called skinny as a kid. I liked to think of myself as athletic.

Once the girls were ready to go, we headed off in the night, snagging a cab as it let off patrons near our door.

I hadn’t been to my haunt in months. I hadn’t liked to go alone after Bailey had moved in. When she’d moved, I didn’t think Violet was quite ready. So there I was, stepping into the familiar bar as if I’d been their yesterday. It was Friday so the crowd was thinner. This was a good thing. I didn’t want Violet’s first introduction to a city bar to be too scary.

The sisters walked towards stools at the bar when I spotted the asshole I’d seen the last time I’d been there.

Yeah, he was a tall glass of water on a hot day with tattoos like badges of honor on his arm and one around the collar of his neck. His dark hair contrasted sharply with my ash blonde. His manly face was almost pretty but not quite beautiful turned in my direction.

“Look who it is, boys. I think you have the wrong place, princess. You don’t look like the type that goes slumming.”

His voice was like a caress around me. My body jerked and I had to smooth out my reaction so I didn’t look like I had ticks. “You don’t know what my type is, now put up or shut up. I want in.”

“Awe chicka, we don’t want to take your money,” a Latino not-bad-looking guy said next to my target.

“Sure we do,” the silken voice said. He moved to stand more in the light. His black don’t fuck with me shirt and jeans stood in contrast to the white shirt and dark jeans the Latino guy wore. “The problem is, the princess won’t feel it if she loses it. I bet her trust fund is the size of the Mega Millions jackpot.”

It shouldn’t have, but it stung. I hated being assessed by my bank account. I never found value in that. I didn’t want others to look at me that way.

Never backing down from a challenge, I said, “And what is it you want to play for?”

A round of cheers, hand slaps and leers came from the peanut gallery who’d been watching a game that had ended before I made my way over.

“Lizzy, are you crazy. Come on, let’s go,” Bailey said, tugging on my arm. I’d been so focused on the guy before me I hadn’t noticed her approach.

“It’s okay,” I said softly. The other thing my brother had been good at were things like pool and he’d taught me. I could hold my own.

“Well?” I said when he hadn’t answered my question.

He glanced over me. I shouldn’t say that. His eyes did a slow perusal of my body. I felt as much as saw his eyes take me in. “You aren’t my type, too boney. I like women with curves like her.” He pointed at Bailey, who flushed. 

“Too bad she’s taken,” I said, feeling the burn of rejection again because this wasn’t the first time he’d blown me off. Apparently, I liked being spurned. “And her man is like a mix between a blood hound and a pit bull. I suggest if you like your balls, keep your hands off her because there is nowhere you could hide from him.”

Bailey shrugged when all eyes went to her.

“The other one looks too frightened. So I guess you’d have to do.”

“It’s not like I was betting using my friends as a wager anyway. I don’t whore out other people,” I said, holding my chin high.

“Fine. If I win, you’ll entertain my boys and me at a place and time of my choosing.”

The guys around him started high fiving one another and making more cat calls.

“No you will not,” Bailey said, stepping up in front of me like she was taller than her five foot something shorter height.

“Bails, I’ve got this,” I said, moving to stand next to her, getting closer to the pool table and guy that had my panties in a damp wad. “And what do I get if I win?”

“Sweetheart, that ain’t likely.”

I huffed, shifting a hand to my hip. “There isn’t anything sweet or heartfelt about me.”

He chuckled and I ignored all the words that were coming from his friends. I even ignored Bailey who was speaking and tugging on my arm. For the span of moments, it was just the two of us in a battle of wills. It was my new mission to screw this guy until he was begging for my number. And I didn’t care what people thought. I had to conquer him after he suggested I wasn’t good enough for him. Something in the back of my brain nagged at me that maybe that was his goal all along. Some kind of backwards psychology. I quickly dismissed it. He didn’t look like he was deeper than how far he could sink his balls. 

Licking his lips, he said, “So what do you want if you win?”

“Same deal. You can entertain my friends and me and a time and place of my choosing.”

A chorus of hoots and more wisecracks followed. “Don’t sound like a hardship, princess. Or should I call you trust fund? If you’d asked nicely, I would have entertained you three for free.”

“Um, no,” I said, shattering his smile. “As I told you before, she’s off limits, especially private parties. I was thinking more about a couple of boys I know who’d love to top you.” 

One was my new assistant who I’d mistaken for a heterosexual man. There was nothing about him that screamed gay. However, he’d made it clear to a woman at my gallery who had grabby hands that he played solely for the other team.

My challenger’s smile turned frosty while his friends’ banter quieted in anticipation of his next move. I feigned boredom by yawning and patting my mouth so my molars wouldn’t be on display. Something made his eyes widen and a grin stir back to life on his face.

“I changed my mind,” he declared.

“Oh, you’re a pansy ass now, Striker,” I jested, using the name I’d been told he was called the first time I saw him.

He twitched but didn’t confirm or deny the name. “Not at all, trust fund.” He glared at me. “If I win, I want that rock on your finger.”

Bailey, who’d apparently been eating her Wheaties, tugged me to the side. With Violet, we formed a huddle, me hunched over to reach their shorter selves. 

“Lizzy, you are so not going to do this. That ring isn’t yours to give.”

Frowning, I said, “It is mine.”

She quickly retorted. “So, you are going to marry Hans?”

I couldn’t answer that, not truthfully at least. I still didn’t know. “Then you’ll need to give that ring back to him when you tell him the truth. You cannot wager it in a pool game just because this guy is a major bawbag.”

Bailey’s man is Scottish and she’s been cursing using words from his country. I think she thought it wasn’t actual cursing if it wasn’t in English. Bawbag was like calling a guy a dick, even though the word technically meant balls, as in a guy’s ball sack.

“Lizzy,” Bailey admonished.

It was too late. I was already committed. It might have been insane, but something told me I could win.

Breaking from the huddle, I said to Striker, “Fine. Let’s do this. If you win, you get the ring. If I win, you play private entertainer for me and my friends.”

He nodded apparently overconfident. My whole plan rode on luck and his underestimation of me. Bailey and Violet took one corner while his friends another. When we were down to two shots each, I was up. I easily sank my ball in the left corner pocket. The problem was the eight ball. It was so close to the right corner pocket it should have been an easy win. Unfortunately, it touched his final ball, which was behind it on the edge of tipping in. If I hit the eight ball pushing his final ball in first, he’d win. I had no choice but to waste a shot hitting the eight ball away. If I hit it too hard, I’d still sink his ball even if the eighth didn’t follow.

After a perusal around the table looking at all the angles, he snickered, “Are you ready to give up?”

It seemed like the music had stopped and the whole bar had come to watch. If I wasn’t chilled to the bone thinking I might have bitten off more than I could chew, I might have dripped with sweat.

I lined up my decided shot. I took a moment to breathe before I hit the cue ball just the way I wanted it. 
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You will need clothes whether you stay or go with me.
Matt doeswtthink it would be safeat this time for youto
use Your cardls to vake purchases. Please use this to buy
whatever youneed. Thereis a mall next door.
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Balley,

There is no place I'd rather be in this world than by gour
side. l've loved you all my lite and never saw my future
with anyone else but you. | think [ made my Fist mistake
by ot Pollowing you the First time you ran away Ffrom me.
Or muaybe that was my cue that you didn't love me as
much as | had you. | don’t want to blame you, so Il take
the fall

When we Found each other again, | knew this was my shot
to prove to you that we were right for ecach other. When
you allowed me in your bed, it was the moment [ thought
solidified everything.

Then you were gone. | don't know what | would have done
1 we hadn't gotten you back Yet somehow, when you left
with him, [ knew. [ could tell how you both felt about each
other: | lied to myself that you'd chosen me and it would
be okay.

Magbe | have this all wrong. And if | do, you can reach me
by mail though this address with the Peace Corps. [ won't
have access to a phone or e-mail. All you have to do is say
the word and Il come back for us.

Turner:
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