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Introduction




Three fierce shifters. Three grumpy heroes. Three love stories that prove sometimes it takes a sourpuss to find your purrfect match. 


Meet a curious cat, a captured human, and a sunshiny rugby player—each about to discover that the grumpiest men make the most devoted mates.


MY HIGHLAND BILLIONAIRE


Suzie Paisley's curiosity has landed her in trouble before, but never quite like this—locked in a castle tower by a brooding Highlander bear shifter convinced she's a corporate spy. Niall Sinclair doesn't trust easily, and his bear half is sending very inconvenient signals about the sassy New Zealand cat shifter in his custody. He'll blackmail her into compliance and send her packing. No harm. No foul. Except his bear has other plans entirely.


LOST WITH LEO


Leo Mitchell volunteers for what seems like a straightforward job at the new family resort—until he realizes Betrys Torins has trapped him in something far more dangerous. She hates her role procuring men for her deadly alien employer, and she's falling hard for the gorgeous grumpy cat shifter she's been forced to betray. When their dream-walking leads to passionate nights and devastating guilt, Betrys knows she must find a way to save him—or watch another man die for her survival.


MY GRUMPY WOLF


Maia scores a dream rugby contract that lands her in the same small town as her childhood crush. But Henry's reaction isn't what she hoped—the wolf shifter flees her presence like she's poison. He lost his mate to violence and refuses to gamble with his heart again, especially not with someone younger and full of sunshine. But when Maia is attacked, Henry discovers he can't walk away. Protecting her means falling in love, and that's when his real problems begin.


Three steamy paranormal romances featuring:

★ Grumpy heroes who don't stand a chance

★ Curious cats and protective shifters

★ A castle tower captivity (with benefits)

★ Dream-walking that leads to real passion

★ Second chance at love after devastating loss

★ Age gap with zero apologies

★ Highland billionaires and alien threats

★ Rugby players and New Zealand charm

★ Fated mates who fight the bond (and lose)

★ HEAs guaranteed

★ Perfect for fans of Eve Langlais, T.S. Joyce, and Terry Bolryder
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Dedication




For Paul, my husband, partner in crime, and fellow adventurer.


Every day is a good day.
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Introduction




Curiosity landed the cat hip-deep in trouble… 


Feline shifter Suzie Paisley and her friend have ambitious plans, but when her longtime sidekick meets a man and disappears without a word, Suzie is distraught. Before she can regroup, her inquisitive nature throws her in the path of a Highlander bear shifter. Mistake. Big mistake because now the sexy bear is holding her captive in a castle tower.


Experience means Niall Sinclair doesn’t trust easily, and he’s kicking himself after learning his impatience might’ve placed his new product at risk. Then there’s the cute New Zealand shifter currently locked in his tower. His bear half wants her badly, but corporate espionage is a thing. Is he inviting the enemy into his home? No! He’ll blackmail her into his way of thinking and send her home once his honey hits the market. No harm. No foul.


My Highland Billionaire contains a grumpy versus sunshine vibe, mistaken identity, revenge, suspense, and scars from the past—a lot to work through before Suzie and Niall reach their happy ever after. Let’s hope they have staying power!








  
  

1

Playing Hooky





The castle interior was vast, and Suzie explored each day, poking into rooms filled with elegant furniture and valuable paintings, walls of books, and an enormous snooker table. She loved the feminine bedrooms with their attached dressing rooms and the bathroom she’d discovered with an old clawfoot tub in excellent condition. 

Attending the Highland Gathering events took up most of her time. Despite her unwillingness, she’d mingled with other single shifters and participated in activities because Saber Mitchell and London Drummond had asked her to represent Middlemarch.

This morning, her steps dragged, her enthusiasm at an all-time low. Edwina had gone. Her best friend had left with the handsome man who’d carried her from the ballroom. She hadn’t boxed his ears or slapped his face. She hadn’t marched back into the castle, indignant at his cheek.

She’d vanished.

Suzie sighed and tried not to think ill of her friend.

Each of the six shifters from Middlemarch had known they might find a mate among the gathering attendees, but Suzie had started to relax. She and Edwina would successfully navigate the gathering to take up their university places in Wellington. They’d upskill together as they’d planned.

Suzie slowed as she took in the portraits. The subjects stared disapprovingly and arrogantly from their frames. She sighed again, depression taking a grip.

Dark thoughts.

Why me pity.

Anger at her friend despite the unfairness of her thoughts.

Saber and London had explained how difficult it was to ignore a mate bond, and Suzie had seen evidence of this truth this week. Hormones and nature were a bitch, especially if you had shifter blood.

Muttering under her breath and cursing fate, she strolled through a reception room and past a gleaming suit of armor. A delicate marble urn sat in an alcove, a spotlight showcasing the sheer beauty of the artistry. She wandered through a short passageway and lingered in front of a staircase. A chain hung across the stairs as a flimsy barrier with a sign attached that read Private. No admittance.

That sign had taunted her since day one of her arrival at the gathering.

Curiosity nagged at her, diverting her dark mood. Questions.

She’d grilled Angus Falconer, the castle steward, and he’d told her Castle Glenkirk had been rundown and unkempt until a Scottish billionaire had purchased the property and set about restoring it to its former glory. Not the current owner, though. He’d inherited the property. Angus had told her the man’s name: Niall Sinclair. Her internet search had turned up surprisingly little, and Angus steadfastly refused to give her more than the basics.

A thought prickled through her mind, and her breath caught. She glanced left and right and couldn’t see any staff or guests. Suzie stepped closer to the sign before the impulse even registered. A second later, she was tiptoeing lightly up the stairs and around the corner.

Her pulse raced, and she fleetingly wondered what trouble might result from her nosiness. Gah! The worst they could do was kick her out of the gathering, which would suit her fine. The number of shifters had dwindled, although rumor told her more would show tomorrow. New arrivals brought the risk of her finding a mate, ruining her plans.

When she reached the top, she hesitated over which direction to explore. Her instincts prompted her to the right.

Angus had told her the owner lived in the castle, so it made sense that the rooms on this level mixed antiques with modern living. The deep chocolate brown couches were comfortable and built on the sturdy side. She could imagine a man lounging here, watching a rugby game while drinking a glass of Scottish whisky. Well, almost. Nowhere in this room could she see a large-screen television.

“Where the devil have you been?”

Suzie jumped at the irate Scottish burr and opened her mouth to apologize and explain she’d taken a wrong turn while searching for a bathroom. She faced the grumpy man, and her mouth dried of spit. While she was trying to corral her thoughts, the handsome, suit-wearing lug continued his tirade.

“I expected you an hour ago. Well, come along. Stop dithering. We have work to do.”

And he was massive. Freakin’ huge, standing at what she’d guess would be around six foot five. His designer suit highlighted his broad shoulders and narrow waist but concealed his musculature. Given the breadth of him, the man would possess decent muscles.

Be still my heart.

His dark brown hair was thick and unruly and fell in messy waves. Then there was his Scottish accent, rough and deep and perfect. She barely resisted the urge to pat her galloping heart.

The behemoth issued a harsh sigh and scowled. “Why are you dallying, woman? Don’t the employment agencies check their temp workers for wits? What was Angus thinking? Letting you wander on your own.”

Suzie scowled back, even as her mind worked at a furious pace. He’d mistaken her for someone else. That was clear. She started to put him straight before clicking her teeth together and rethinking her strategy. Tired of assessments from shifters with a mate bond in mind, she had reached her activity limit. With his Mr. Grump tendencies, this man had pushed her woe-is-me attitude out of her mind.

Before he could strike her with another salvo of rudeness, she said, “What did you require? Sir.” She tacked that bit on the end because, given his designer suit and presence in the private part of the castle, he might be important.

“I have documents to type.” He paused, giving her a searching glance. “Do you do dictation?”

“Yes.” That wasn’t a lie. She’d aced her secretarial course and enjoyed learning the different aspects of what made an excellent personal assistant. She could type, copy, computerize, and organize with the best of them.

Given his size, Suzie imagined he’d command respect because his presence filled the room.

“Humph!” His sharp grunt combined arrogance, doubt, and annoyance in equal measures. “Come along then, and we’ll see if you speak the truth.”

Once again, she yanked at the reins of restraint and pressed her lips together to prevent an indignant retort. She’d rather hide up here than face the fresh shifters with uncrushed enthusiasm or the desperate ones. That group was worse because of their urgency and the driven nature of their actions and conversation.

The big man stalked across the cream and terracotta French Aubusson carpet while Suzie followed more slowly, taking in the rug’s central medallion and floral border. She knew from her research since she’d arrived at the castle that the rug was an antique and worth many thousands.

They entered an adjoining room with a massive oak table, but she didn’t have time to dally and admire anything else. One more left turn, and they entered a modern office.

The grumpy behemoth pointed at a wooden desk. “That is your station. Coffee machine is there, and if you’re hungry, there’s food in the fridge.” He indicated a wooden cabinet, and she presumed the unit concealed the fridge.

The truth—it was difficult to concentrate on what he was saying because his sexy accent kept distracting her. She’d bet the man could read the driest document and make it seem alluring.

“My desk.” He gestured at a massive desk with orderly piles of papers, books, and a computer. “Do not chatter, hum, or tap your fingers on the desktop. Do not play on your phone or answer personal calls during work time. Is that clear?”

“Crystal,” Suzie said.

His hazel eyes were so beautiful—way too gorgeous for this grumpy man. They narrowed a fraction more, emitting clear suspicion. He didn’t think she was listening.

“Make our coffee, and we’ll start on the dictation after you sign the non-disclosure document. I want to record my thoughts while they’re fresh.” 

Suzie barely stopped herself from giving a two-finger salute. A non-disclosure document? Color her even more curious. This man was a grumpy, snarly mountain of flesh, but he’d alleviated her boredom and despair. She took a quick breath because his sudden appearance had left her instinct flagging and her mouth hanging open.

His scent filled her nostrils—tangy with an undertone of sweetness—a syrupy tartness with hints of heather and whisky.

He was a bear.

Of course, he was, now that she added the clues. Large—check. Short-tempered—check. Brown hair—hmm, perhaps a brown bear?

“What are you waiting for? I’m not paying you to stand around gawking.”

He wasn’t paying her at all. Not that it mattered. She didn’t have to take his snapping and snarling. Yes, she’d been trespassing and deserved chastisement for that crime. She opened her mouth to unleash a verbal assault and changed her mind. Her thoughts buzzed with curiosity, and she desperately wanted to learn what required a non-disclosure document from a lowly temp.

Besides, her alternative was to return to the gathering activities and fake a smile for the desperate and the newbies. Now that Edwina had gone, the gathering had lost its luster.

Suzie marched to the coffee machine and selected a pod containing industrial-strength caffeine. For herself, she chose one flavored with vanilla. Soon, the coffee scent perked her up, and she delivered the burly bear his steaming mug. She grabbed a pad of paper and two pens and planted herself in the chair opposite him.

“This is the non-disclosure document. Think carefully before you sign it because not even a top-notch lawyer will get you out of the problems I will heap on you should you decide to sell any proprietary information. Why are you wearing that weird, gawking expression? The employment agency must’ve told you I expected you to sign this agreement before you commenced work for me.”

“I have no problem signing a non-disclosure, but I would like to read the terms and scope of it first,” Suzie said, her voice professional and polite.

The starch exited him, and he gave a tiny nod of what might be approval. He handed over a document. Huh, more than the one page she’d expected. Her eyebrows winged upward, and she shot him a glance. His face remained expressionless. Wow, his was a resting grump face if ever she’d seen one.

She turned her attention back to the document and started reading. At the end of page one, she sipped her coffee. Yum, that was delicious. After another quick taste, she glanced at the bear. Heck, she didn’t even know his name and didn’t want to ask because the employment agency would’ve told her. Wouldn’t they?

She kept reading, the clauses long and convoluted but reasonable, given the circumstances. Whatever he was working on was top-secret and commercially vulnerable. A product in development. Her brow creased before she consciously smoothed it. A bad habit, and according to her grandmother, she’d develop early wrinkles. Suzie read to the end and hesitated, her pen hovering over the signature spot. Maybe it was best for her to confess she wasn’t the temp he was expecting except…

She battled with her conscience, her boredom, and her love of adventure.

And failed to do the right thing.

Yet again, her grandmother would say.

Suzie signed the document with a flourish and handed it to him. If the temp showed up, she could talk her way out of trouble. She surreptitiously crossed her fingers. Hopefully.

After another sip of her excellent coffee, she arched her brows, attention on him as she held her pen poised over the pad. While dictation wasn’t her favorite thing, she was no slouch and confident in her ability.

He started slowly as if doubting her skills, but once he saw she didn’t falter, he sped up. Leaning back in his chair, his eyes partially closed, he focused on spouting facts about honey production.

Suzie almost laughed at the cliche, and losing focus had her pen spluttering to a halt. “Sorry, could you repeat that?”

Honey? Hardly a groundbreaking secret. Honey was a subject she knew little about, apart from the fact it tasted delicious spread on her favorite granary bread, and her father was rather partial to a teaspoon in his hot toddy.

The man glowered at her, but instead of being intimidated, Suzie saw the growly bear more clearly. He wasn’t handsome in the traditional sense—she’d describe him as rugged—but his hazel eyes drew the gaze. They were stunning, surrounded by the long, dark lashes women strove to possess. And again, that sexy accent…

He gave his head a faint shake and plunged back into the dictation, moving on to the marketing aspect. Suzie’s pen raced across the page while she listened to his rough Scottish accent and assimilated the information. She found it fascinating. Honey was to him what music was to her, a surprising revelation.

Finally, he stopped speaking and picked up his empty coffee mug. “More.”

She stared at him before accepting the mug, but he plowed into returning phone calls.

“No, Michael. That’s fine. Harris is working this morning. He’ll take care of the honey for me. Your time is better spent at the plant. Aye, I’ll let you know if I need you.” He hung up and punched in another number.

Suzie shook away the accent-induced trance and ceased her eavesdropping to focus on the coffee. After taking her temp boss’s mug over to him and receiving a grunt, she assumed he’d want her to type these notes in readable form.

Suzie sipped her vanilla coffee and quickly found the relevant programs to do her thing. While the notes were comprehensive, they raised questions. She swiftly glanced at her growly boss, who appeared immersed in a sheaf of papers.

She shrugged inwardly and wrote her comments and questions in red italics beneath each point that made her curious. Some bosses liked their secretaries or personal assistants to use their initiative. She wasn’t sure which camp he fell into, but she’d learn soon enough.

Suzie completed transcribing her dictation and read through what she’d written. It was correct, and she felt her comments were relevant. She sent the document to a printer and stood to retrieve it. After another quick check, she took them to her temp boss.

“What is so great about this honey?” she asked, hoping she received more than snarls in reply.

“What?” he asked absentmindedly. His hair stood in tufts, although she hadn’t noticed him dragging his hand through his curls.

“Why is this honey important to you? Is it a bear thing?”


Niall jerked his attention from his research and formulas to gawk at her. Had he heard right?

“Are you obsessed with this honey because you are a bear?” she asked.

Genuine curiosity sat on her features. She didn’t mean to sound rude, or perhaps she did. Her green eyes certainly twinkled with mischief.

“Have you transcribed my notes?” he snapped.

“Yes.”

And to his surprise, she handed over the printed version. He scanned them rapidly and did a double take. She dared to pencil in comments. His brows squeezed together, his eyes widening at her concise wording and questions. Very interesting.

He lifted his head and honestly looked at her for the first time today. She had long black hair and green eyes that reminded him of the jade he’d seen during a visit to China three years ago. Her skin was fair but held the faint kiss of the sun, which led his thoughts in an entirely unprecedented direction. He wrenched his gaze away, his heart thumping against his rib cage. Despite that, her oval face remained in his mind’s eye, her small straight nose and full lips devoid of lip color. She wasn’t tall because he towered over her, but he dwarfed most humans. This one wasn’t human, though. His nostrils flared, his senses catching more now that he fully engaged them.

Feline.

“Please, can you tell me what is so special about your honey?” That was interest in those fascinating green eyes and an Antipodean accent. His last secretary hadn’t cared and had never asked questions, apart from requesting a raise for sub-par work.

“My honey has the usual health benefits. It is rich in nutrients and antioxidants. It has antibacterial properties that can soothe burns and sore throats. But it also has an added component, an unexpected benefit.” Pride rose in him because this was a freakin’ miracle. “My honey increases performance in speed and strength.” He paused for her reaction, and she didn’t disappoint him.

“How? Do you mean if I ate your honey, I could raise heavy weights above my head?”

A startled laugh escaped him. “Do you normally lift heavy weights?”

She wrinkled her nose. “That will never happen.”

He stared for a beat longer and experienced the strange urge to laugh. Quite unlike him. What magic did the woman use? He was driven. Exacting. He expected his employees to work hard and rewarded them well for their labor. He relied on instinct, along with research and careful plans. His goal: to become successful enough that his family would finally pay attention to him instead of ignoring him as the runt of the litter. It shouldn’t, but their lack of support hurt, and he was determined that one day, they would see him as a successful businessman.

Her dark brows knit together in a fierce frown. “How are heavy weights related to your honey?”

He saw no harm in telling her since she’d signed a non-disclosure. “I’ve discovered if a training athlete eats my honey, they gain the benefits of increased speed, increased strength. My honey is a natural performance-enhancing drug. Taking the honey has no side effects or rule violations.”

“Wow! That has far-reaching implications. What if you tested your honey on a person with a physically demanding job? Would it make a difference?”

Hellfire! How had he missed that angle? “So far, I have worked with two athletes who are personal friends. Regular consumption of my honey has made me faster. I’ve cut several seconds off my best time on my daily runs. My runner friend regularly wins races when he’d be lucky to place before. The other friend specializes in decathlon, and his all-around improvement has thrilled his coaches. I’ve also approached a gym to use my honey in their drinks and monitor user performance.”

“That is all the testing you’ve done?”

“So far. I’ll do further testing before I market my product, but I need to find more trialists,” he muttered, more to himself than her.

“Perhaps I could find test subjects for you. How long until the honey works?”

“The effects are almost immediate. After eating a slice of toast and honey or adding a teaspoon to a cup of tea, my friends and I noticed increased energy. But I don’t want my honey to go to too many people because if competitors get wind of my creation, they’ll try to steal my formula. The honey world is cut-throat, and some of my competitors lack scruples.”

The woman laughed. What was her name, anyway? He hadn’t thought to ask. Something about her knocked him off-stride. No, perhaps it was best to focus on his goal. He did not need a woman interrupting his smooth forward progress.

“Why are you laughing?” he asked belatedly.

“I’m trying to imagine a group of guys in white suits with those special masks they use while collecting honey from the hives, and each of them engaged in fisticuffs.”

Niall’s mood went from perplexed to angry with one quick blink. “This is not a laughing matter. And there would be no fisticuffs involved. I suggest you search online for honey thefts and read the stories. That will stop your humorous flights of fancy.”

She gawked at him, her green eyes wide, and he could tell she didn’t believe him.

“I had a security man injured last year. He still can’t work because the thieves beat him so badly. All they wanted was honey to sell on the black market. They didn’t care who they hurt or what they needed to do to steal my product.”

She pressed her lush lips together, and everything inside him went still. His bear loosed a lusty sigh that, thankfully, remained inside his mind and not out in the open for her to hear. He cast his mind back and silently cursed. Why hadn’t he asked her for her name instead of merely ordering her to start work?

“Is honey that valuable then?” she asked.

“It’s liquid gold and very profitable if you hit the market right. Consumers are searching for natural products these days. They want to feel good about themselves and purchase the best they can afford.”

“A status thing,” she scoffed.

“Don’t knock it. Honey is paying your wages.”

A strange expression bolted over her face, lightning-fast and way too speedy for him to decipher.

“Should I try to work out a list of potential trialists for your honey?” she asked.

“Yes, I have to make more calls before I go through my correspondence. I’ll have letters for you to type, replies, and such.”

She returned to her desk.

A tap sounded at the door, and Angus appeared. “Your temporary secretary has arrived,” he said, standing aside to gesture at the petite woman behind him.

Niall’s gaze snapped to the green-eyed woman sitting at the desk. “What the hell?”








  
  

2

Please Explain





Oops! 

“I can explain,” Suzie blurted.

Crap, she hadn’t thought this escapade through properly because, of course, the real temp would show up. She’d been intrigued, and curiosity was always her downfall.

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

A quiver ran through Suzie and settled in the pit of her stomach. She’d liked this grumpy man, and discussing business was way better than dealing with amorous shifters. He hadn’t studied her like a juicy plum or made her uncomfortable with predatory glances. She gulped.

But he was eyeing her now, and his expression wasn’t pretty.

“Who the hell are you?” He rounded his desk and padded toward her, his expression thunderous.

“Ah, my name is Suzie Paisley. I…ah…” She bobbed to her feet and backed away from the advancing bear shifter. “I’ll just be on my way.”

“Stop right there.”

Suzie attempted a dart to freedom, but the grumpy bear was fast. His fingers wrapped around her upper arm, dragging her to a premature halt. She stumbled against him, the air smacking from her lungs. “Oomph!”

“Oh,” the woman said from behind them. “Did the agency send someone else? I called to let them know I’d had an accident. They told me this job was urgent, and you were expecting someone immediately.”

The bear ignored the woman’s prattle and didn’t take his attention off Suzie. “Who are you? Who sent you?”

Suzie puffed out a breath. Standing this close to the bear was doing weird things to her libido. He smelled…delicious, like exotic honey with floral and green notes. She shook herself mentally and tried to focus.

Time to spill the truth, even if it sounded farfetched. “My name,” she said in a loud and hopefully confident voice, “is Suzie Paisley. I am staying at Castle Glenkirk to take part in the gathering.”

The bear kept his gaze on her. Suzie tried to maintain a connection with his thundercloud expression, but the shifter was scary. Her gaze slid down to his feet, shod in shiny black shoes. Big feet to go with the rest of him. Her mind turned a furtive corner, wondering about size in other areas, and heat slid across her face and down her neck. Bloody hell. What was wrong with her?

“Angus, is this woman registered as a gathering participant?” the bear asked, thankfully breaking through her hazy mind.

Suzie paid closer attention.

The tall, spare, gray-haired man wearing a red and black tartan kilt cast his disapproval on her, his piercing blue eyes narrowing as he dissected her appearance. “I’ll have to check, but she looks familiar. I recall the Antipodean accent. That group is doing verra well in matches.”

Suzie bit her lip, hurt filtering through as her thoughts flicked to Edwina. Since her friend hadn’t magically reappeared, every instinct told Suzie their joint plans were no longer viable.

Suck it up, buttercup. She wasn’t reliant on her best friend. She could still attend university and study music. Hopefully, Edwina’s mate wasn’t a tyrant and would let Edwina continue to write music and collaborate.

“Please check,” the bear ordered, not taking his gaze off her.

“What about the secretary?” Angus asked.

“Sign her work order so she gets paid and send her home.”

Angus ushered the woman away.

The tension ramped up in the office, and Suzie attempted to swallow the nerves threatening her knee stability.

“If what you say is true and you’re attending the gathering, why were you wandering around my castle? My private sanctuary.” Steel throbbed in the words. Determination to get the truth.

No matter how she answered, her explanation would sound bad. Suzie straightened her black blouse and said, “I don’t want a mate, and I’m tired of the gathering activities. I decided to explore.”

“By trespassing?”

She couldn’t prevent a wince. “I know this looks bad, but I was exploring when you found me. You assumed I was the secretary. Didn’t you think it was strange I hadn’t reported in with Angus? He escorted the other woman here.”

“I assumed Angus had given you directions to my office and you were dawdling.” The bear glowered at her, his jaw set like the granite on a Scottish mountain. His lips peeled back, revealing teeth as sharp as hers, and she retreated half a step, every instinct screaming danger.

“Non-disclosure document, remember? No way will I blab about your honey. Not to anyone.”

“How can I trust you?”

Indignation rose in Suzie. She was many things, but not a liar. “I’m not a tattle, nor do I gossip.”

“You say that, but I have millions at stake.” He closed his eyes, a pained expression crossing his face. The flash of emotion had vanished when he focused on her again. “You will stay here, where you can’t blab to anyone.”

Suzie took another step back. “No.”

“Yes.”

Suzie gulped and glanced over her shoulder to spot an impassive Angus blocking the sole exit. Her gaze turned back to the bear. His size was intimidating, and his hands looked strong enough to snap her in half without breaking a sweat, even though she wasn’t exactly petite. So sue her, but she enjoyed food. A fact her grandmother chided her about at every opportunity.

“Um, don’t you think you’re overreacting? I spent the morning working without expecting a wage in return.” She didn’t mention she’d prefer to work the entire day rather than place herself in contact with the mate-seeking shifters. Some had become positively desperate, and witnessing their extreme behavior was sad and off-putting. Not entirely their fault since they faced intense pressure from home.

“Angus will transfer your possessions to this level. You will remain confined.”

“What? No!”

He checked his shiny gold watch and frowned. “I have work. You will continue your secretarial duties since the damage is done.”

She folded her arms. “You can’t make me.”

“I can and I will. You pose a danger to my product’s future. The business is rife with espionage and other subterfuge. Outright thievery is not uncommon.”

“No.”

“Angus,” the bear said without taking his gaze off her.

“Yes, sir. I’ll arrange matters straightaway.”

“I’ll take her to her room before my scheduled video call.”

“Verra, well,” Angus said, his head inclining. He retreated and closed the door, clicking it shut.

Suzie blinked, feeling slightly dizzy. Her fertile imagination took over, sailing to cold, drafty dungeons. “You can’t be serious.”

The man ignored her protests and towed her from the office like a package, dragging her halfway along the passage before she could dig in her heels or object more strongly.

“Wait. Stop! You can’t do this.”

The bear was a cone of angry silence. Implacable. Determined.

Temper flared in her then, and she fought, using every bit of her strength. It did no good. The shifter was much stronger than her, scooping her up and draping her over his shoulder with ease. Long, ground-eating strides took him along the passage, although she continued to struggle and curse him. He rounded a corner and bounded to the end of yet another passage without breathing hard.

Suzie’s head swam from hanging upside down. She groaned and spat another curse about his parentage as he opened a door and shouldered his way inside. Her head collided with the door jamb, and she saw stars, her cussing turning weak.

He strode into the room and dumped her on the bed.

Suzie gingerly fingered her aching skull. “You can’t keep me prisoner. My friends will look for me. They’ll worry,” she said, glaring at his stony visage.

But none of what she spluttered was the truth. Scott and Liam would think she’d found a mate. They’d scarcely blink because disappearing was what the rest of their friends had done. Anita, Ramsay, Edwina, and now her. Instead of worrying, they’d grumble that they were the last shifters standing.

The bear’s dark glower stopped her frenzied thoughts dead. He didn’t intend to change his stance. Long strides took him to the door, his black suit trousers hugging his butt and muscular thighs, his white shirt clinging to his strong back.

Suzie cursed under her breath for noticing these stupid details as he exited the room. The solid wooden door shut, trapping her, and she muttered a rude word. That bear had no right to hold her prisoner. She was an innocent bystander who’d helped him out for free. She quashed her guilt at snooping in his private apartments. Yeah, she’d been nosy, so sue her, but she was no industrial spy.

She tried the door. The bastard. It was locked.

She wrenched the handle again, then kicked the door for good measure.

Sharp pain rippled through the soft leather of her slip-on shoe. “Ouch!”

Suzie limped to the double bed and sank down, her head throbbing in sympathy with her abused toe. Her gaze roamed the bedroom, taking in the contents and the avenues of escape. No window exit because she was on an upper floor.

She rose and hobbled to the window. Thick walls transformed the area into a cozy window seat, ideal for reading or mountain gazing. Given the incredible view, this must be one of the castle’s towers. Great. Just great. She was a modern Rapunzel, and her hair wasn’t adequate if she wanted to escape.

Despondent, she realized she was truly trapped unless… She hustled to investigate the rest of the room. One door opened to a lavish en suite and dressing room.

She caught a glimpse of her face and groaned on seeing a mad woman with hair sticking in all directions. Suzie smoothed it as best she could and wandered back to the main room to continue exploring.

“You idiot,” she muttered, feeling her pocket for her phone.

It wasn’t there. When had she last seen it?

“Oh,” she muttered, sending another silent curse to the heavens. She’d searched for info on honey thefts and must’ve left it on the desk.

“No phone,” she mumbled.

A few frantic moments of searching confirmed there was no phone. However, she discovered a coffee machine and made herself a caramel-flavored coffee. Although she’d been trying to control her sweet cravings and had dropped a few pounds because of her willpower, she opened a container full of shortbread and practically inhaled the first one. The second piece, she savored, enjoying the buttery goodness, despite her dilemma.

The bear couldn’t keep her here for long. If she were him, she’d investigate her background. He’d see she wasn’t a threat. Her accent had told him she wasn’t local, and Angus would confirm her enrolment at the gathering. It would be simple enough for the bear to contact either Saber or London, and they’d tell him she was no honey thief. While she enjoyed the stuff on toast, she was an equal-opportunity girl and liked Vegemite some mornings.

“Huh!” Suzie jumped to her feet and paced the confines of the tower. It was a beautiful room with a thick carpet in a dove gray underfoot. The curtains and bed covers were in stunning teal and blue-green shades that brought a peacock’s feathers to mind and brightened the room.

Under any other circumstances, she’d call herself lucky and wallow in the luxury.

“He’ll come to his senses,” she muttered, circling the tower again. “Soon.”

But he didn’t.

Hours passed. Day became night. She made another coffee and ate the rest of the shortbread, even as she hurled curses upon his head.

The next time she saw the bear, she’d attack first and not bother with questions later. She was innocent, dammit, and he had no authority to detain her.
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A Workable Plan





Niall slammed into his office, furious at himself. He’d taken one look at her, or rather his bear had, and his thinking brain had gone AWOL. So, to counteract this, he’d jumped into grumpy mode and barked orders. Because of his impatience to get started he hadn’t given her a chance to explain but had made assumptions. 

Now, he had a dilemma.

Yes, she’d signed a non-disclosure document, so he had legal recourse. Yes, she was a damn fine secretary, but none of that mattered if he couldn’t trust her.

He dropped into his office chair, the leather squeaking as his body weight distributed. He drummed his fingers on the desktop and tried to fashion a solution for this newest problem.

Bottom line, he couldn’t keep her a prisoner at Castle Glenkirk. For one, someone was bound to miss her.

A tap came on the door, and Angus entered. “Sir, I have the information you requested.”

“Did she lie about anything?” Niall demanded.

That was a massive no for him. He detested fibs and liars, a remnant from his childhood when his parents and siblings had been economical with the truth. A snarl pushed up his throat, the pain still raw despite the years.

Old history.

He’d escaped the family and their constant taunts. He wasn’t that little runt any longer. A waste of brain space. Niall redirected his focus to the woman. No problem. His mind trotted straight to her like a tame puppy.

His bear chuffed happily, which surprised Niall. He pictured the woman. She bore pleasing curves. She hadn’t been particularly tall, but her green eyes were beautiful. Best of all, she was efficient, confident, and that brain of hers…

Yes, she was an enticing package.

But what did he do with her?

He was so close to releasing his product to the market that he couldn’t afford any hiccups.

“Her name is Suzie Paisley, and she comes from Middlemarch in New Zealand. She is a black leopard shifter and a gathering attendee.” Angus paused to study the papers he held. “She’s one of six from Middlemarch, and three have found partners so far. She and two young men remain.”

Niall nodded, his mind busily working through the information. “When is she scheduled to leave?”

“Next Monday,” Angus said.

Niall nodded. “Kindly send dinner for two to the dining room.” He checked the clock. “In half an hour? Transfer her luggage and belongings to her current bedroom.”

Angus dipped his head. “It will be done.”

Niall waited for Angus to leave before leaning back in his chair. It groaned beneath his weight, but for once, his thoughts didn’t divert to purchasing a new chair. He had a workable plan and looked forward to knocking heads with Ms. Suzie Paisley.


Suzie jerked awake to an abrupt tap on the door. She sprang off the bed and attempted to straighten her wrinkled clothing, her heart jumping with anticipation. If that bear dared to poke his nose into this bedroom, she’d shred him with her claws.

A key turned in the lock, and her muscles tensed as she prepared to spring. She was moving before the door opened and registered precisely who was standing there. The very man. She struck muscle then yelped because the bear was as hard as a rock. His hands snapped out to grasp her forearms and stop her from falling on her arse. Suzie glared at him.

“You have no right to imprison me.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re the one who gained access to my office by deception. I have every right to detain you until I can assure myself you’re not dangerous to my business.”

Suzie’s temper cooled a fraction because he was right, dammit. While she hadn’t lied to him, she hadn’t exactly been truthful either.

“You can’t keep me here,” she repeated, more for form than anything else because it was evident he could and no one would help her. He possessed her phone, and the tower room was too high, the windows too small for her to shout for aid.

“Come,” he said, propelling her from the room.

“Where are you taking me?” She dragged her heels, fear filtering through her bravado. Did the castle have a dungeon? Probably. She’d bet her left arm it’d be full of spiders and other nasties. Probably damp and cold, too.

More time had passed than she realized because the bright sun was sinking toward the horizon. Her stomach gave a complaining grumble, but she didn’t pardon herself or otherwise comment. Prisoners got food, didn’t they? Dry bread or gruel?

The bear led her through numerous rooms, his pace too quick for her to orientate herself. This castle was a rabbit warren, albeit comfortable and luxurious. She had to admit, whoever decorated had done an excellent job blending old with modern.

Finally, he directed her into a dining room full of a delicious meaty scent.

Suzie’s nostrils flared. “You’re going to feed me?”

“I thought you might be hungry.”

Suzie shot him a glance but didn’t let loose her complaints of imprisonment with nothing but shortbread to eat. If she got too lippy, he might return her to that bedroom.

The bear released her arm and pulled out a chair. He jerked his chin with apparent impatience, and she hastened to sit. Seconds later, Angus arrived with a trolley. The additional food scents made her stomach happy, but she was surprised. If he were feeding her, he wouldn’t do away with her. Another thought struck. Unless this was her last meal…

“What are your intentions?”

“I thought we’d share dinner and discuss your circumstances,” he said in an even tone.

“Oh.” She wished Edwina was here because they usually shared trouble. She wanted her best friend. The cliche about curiosity and cats might come true this time. Suzie remained silent while Angus served roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, and a selection of vegetables.

“Gravy?” Angus asked her.

“Yes, please.”

“Would you like a glass of wine with your meal?” the bear asked. “I’m having a red.”

“Thank you. That sounds nice.” Listen to them. So polite. Despite this, Suzie’s insides were tied as tightly as her guitar strings. It was the unknown. Exactly what did he intend to do?

The wine was from New Zealand. She noticed the label, and a pang went through her. She missed her family: her parents, younger brother, and sisters.

The bear handed her a glass of the ruby liquid, and she took it, trying not to touch him because that would be awkward. This close, she could smell his bear and the spicy sweetness underlying the animal. She found it strangely unsettling because sitting here at the table with him felt too personal. Her awareness of him had grown, and she noticed little things like his easy way with Angus. She recalled his enthusiasm for honey and the animated discussion of marketing and the process. He loved his business, and his passion for honey was a driving force in his success.

Each layer of this man intrigued her, and she yearned to learn more, to learn everything.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said.

His gaze lifted to hers, and his lips curled in a charming and wry smile. “I thought you must know, given my initial suspicion was that you were a spy. You truly don’t know my name?”

“No.” She stared at him, her heart beating immeasurably faster.

“Niall Sinclair.”

“I’m sorry to have caused so much trouble for you, Niall.” Sincerity came through in her voice, and she meant every word. “Thank you for sharing your dinner with me.”

His expression was nonplussed for a fleeting second. He cut a corner off a slice of roast beef and popped it in his mouth. She tried not to notice his capable hands and smooth throat as he swallowed and set down his knife and fork.

“This honey project is significant for me. It is an amazing product and a breakthrough in sports training. I can’t afford to let any information slip that might alert the competition. Once my honey hits the shelves, that will be different, but now I need to control every step of production, including who receives information.”

“But I understood the gravity of signing a non-disclosure document, and I certainly can’t afford for you to sue me. I’m a student. I put my signature on your paperwork with every intention of keeping my mouth shut. That still applies.” She met his gaze and held it. “I am not a dishonest person.”

Niall kept his attention on her, his expression serious, and damn if she didn’t find that appealing too.

“I called Saber Mitchell and spoke to him.”

Suzie straightened abruptly. “You did?”

“Is that a problem?”

“No.” She bit her lip. “What did he say?” Did he tell Niall about the mischief she and Edwina had gotten into during their teens? How they’d been in trouble with the police because of their behavior?

“He vouched for your honesty and said you’re trustworthy. He also told me you’re curious, and your explanation was probably exactly what had happened.”

“You believe me now?”

“I haven’t decided.” Niall started eating again, and Suzie followed suit. “I have a proposal,” he said after the silence had continued for several minutes.

“Yes?”

“I need a personal assistant. My last one left to have a baby and doesn’t wish to return. I understand her priorities, but it means I require a replacement. A trustworthy one.”

“But I’m returning to New Zealand soon. I’m a student, and my university course starts in two weeks.”

He cocked his head, interest flitting across his face. “What do you intend to study?”

“My best friend and I applied to study music at the university in Wellington. We both received scholarships.” She hesitated before deciding the truth about her family’s lack of support would work best. Honesty in all things with this bear. “Neither of our families approve of us studying music, which means we have saved to support ourselves. I’ll have to get a part-time job once my course starts to pay for the expenses the scholarship doesn’t cover. I have secretarial skills because our families insisted we have a qualification behind us. My parents hoped we’d give up our pursuit of frivolous music, but now that we’ve done what they wanted, they’ve run out of ways to stop us.” Her thoughts drifted to Edwina. She badly wanted to learn what was happening with her friend. “My friend discovered her mate here at the gathering, so it will be me going to university alone.”

“I’m afraid you won’t be going either.”

“What?” The word escaped and hit screech territory. Her hands clenched her cutlery, and for a second, she was tempted to stab him.

“I want you to stay and work for me until my honey goes to market. You already know a little, and using you as my assistant makes sense instead of hiring a new one or trying to find a temp.”

“No. No, I won’t do it,” Suzie said, the charity she’d been feeling toward Niall detonating in a fiery blaze of anger.

“I’m afraid I must insist.”

An implacable tone if ever she heard one. “But your honey isn’t hitting the market for another six months. That was in your notes. You said you wanted to do further tests on the health benefits and structure your marketing before you go public. I start university in two weeks. I’ve worked so hard to get there and jumped over numerous hurdles. Please, don’t do this. Don’t tear my dreams away from me.”
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Mine!





Niall’s gut burned at the pleading in her voice, the yearning in her tone when she spoke of her university course. When he’d talked to Saber Mitchell, he’d told the man the truth. Saber had revealed that Suzie had worked hard to gain her scholarship despite her parents’ disapproval. She hadn’t attended the gathering to search for a mate, but she’d gone because Saber and his fellow council member had asked her to represent their town. 

Niall had been blunt and confessed to Saber Mitchell what his bear had been chanting in his brain since they’d encountered Suzie wandering through his home.

“Mine. Mine. Mine!”

“Yes,” Niall said with a tired sigh. “Message received.”

The instant attraction to the young woman had thrown him and led to his lack of usual caution. However, he’d asked her to sign the non-disclosure—a point in his favor. When he’d discovered her nimble brain and efficient work ethos that had knocked him over to his bear’s way of thinking.

He’d never imagined encountering a mate and hadn’t actively searched. The single shifters who inhabited his castle hadn’t enticed him to start an elusive mate hunt. Suzie had crept into his world, and everything had changed.

What he hadn’t told her was that he was keeping her not only because of his honey project but also because he feared the problems he’d face with his shifter half if he let her return to New Zealand.

Yeah, he’d told Saber Mitchell the truth and gained the man’s grudging approval on the condition he agreed to let Suzie continue her music studies. Niall made a promise, unsure of how to fulfill it.

Now, he rubbed his temples to alleviate the nagging pain that had settled there to plague him. His headaches were many and varied. His honey. Suzie. His promise to Saber Mitchell made in good faith.

“Mine. Mine. Mine!”

“Yes,” Nial muttered. “I hear you.”

He’d locked Suzie in that room again, feeling bad even though he’d gone ahead. Now guilt trailed him like a bee on a mission.

What the hell was his next move?

He pressed his fingers into the aching spot at his temples.

Saber Mitchell had confided about Suzie’s family and their pressure on her to conform. Their expectations for her didn’t gel with her dreams and ambitions. Suzie’s family was fiercely traditional, and their idea of a dutiful daughter followed their vision for her future. According to Saber, the family’s expectations had led to teenager Suzie fighting them every step of the way.

The ache in his head intensified, and his bear restarted his stubborn chanting. “Mine. Mine. Mine.”

Niall understood family trouble since he’d struggled with his large, boisterous family from childhood. Because he was the runt, his three older brothers had given him hell. The rest of the family took their cue from his brothers. They bossed him around and tormented him physically and mentally until he’d taken to hiding. His parents had done nothing to stop the bullying. No, they’d expected every cub to fend for themselves. It made their offspring strong.

Once Niall was old enough, he’d relocated from Canada to Scotland. He hadn’t heard from his family since and wouldn’t trust anyone who did try to contact him.

And this led him back to Suzie.

Could he trust her? Yes, she’d signed papers, but that had never stopped a determined person from making a quick buck. An employee had sold confidential information before, so he was adamant about keeping his new honey under wraps.

“Mine. Mine. Mine!”

Niall cursed and pushed the wild, insistent part of his psyche to the back of his mind. He could hardly romance her to their way of thinking when he didn’t trust her.

No. This was it. He was out of options. He needed to keep Suzie at the castle and glued to his side where he could supervise her interactions with others. At this late stage, he couldn’t risk anything going wrong. It was everything he’d worked for, the goal he’d striven toward his entire life, and nothing—no one—would mess with him or his honey.


      [image: ]When Niall released Suzie from her room the next morning, he wasn’t sure what to expect. His head thumped with the ferocity of a hundred bee stings, and the lack of sleep because of his guilty conscience left him short in the temper department.

“When are you releasing me?”

He noted her packed suitcase sitting by the bed. “Once my honey goes on the market.” Niall managed not to snarl, but it was a close-run thing. “Right now, we’re heading to the office. I need to work, and you can type my notes for me.”

“No.”

“Saber mentioned you’re a reasonable woman who’d recognize this as the best way to proceed.”

The color blanched from her face, leaving her pale, the scarlet slash of lipstick the only color on her face. Even her vibrant green eyes seemed to lose their spark.

“You had a long conversation with Saber?” Disbelief echoed in her words. Shock. A hint of betrayal.

“Yes. I explained everything.” Even the fact they were mates. Her shifter half hadn’t given her the mate memo yet. Possibly, all the other emotions were muting nature.

“But Saber knows I’m attending university. He and London encouraged us.”

“Us?”

“Edwina, my friend. I told you—we were going together, but I haven’t heard from her since she left the castle.”

“I understand the importance of dreams and goals, and I’m not forcing you to give up your music. Can’t you continue your studies remotely or find someone in Britain who can help you study without leaving the castle?”

“No.” She folded her arms and glared at him, her luscious mouth set in a firm, mutinous line. “This is kidnapping, pure and simple. You’re the one in the wrong. It was your mistake that led me to learn your honey secrets.”

Niall barely resisted his wince because every word was accurate. But Saber had told him he understood and appreciated his honesty. He’d given Saber details, or as much as he could, given he didn’t know the man, and promised to report back to him weekly. Saber Mitchell had insisted and wanted a video call to see Niall’s face.

Niall had conceded to Saber’s requests, respecting his determination. It warmed him to know this man cared for his people this much. Suzie was lucky to have this support. Niall wished he’d had a Saber in his background during his youth.

“Suzie,” Niall said, striving for patience. Given the threat to his honey, he’d done his best to do the right thing. Bottom line—he didn’t know Suzie well enough to believe in her promise. Niall had learned about deception from his family and…

He dragged his mind from the past, angry at himself for slipping into that young, trusting bear’s mind. “Work with me or stay locked in this room. Your choice.” He strode for the door, and his hand connected with the knob before she spoke.

“I suppose you’ll refuse to let me speak to anyone either.”

“You can speak to Saber Mitchell.” Niall was alarmed to spot the tears in her eyes. With three long strides, he was beside her. His arms went around her quivering shoulders, and he hauled her against his chest. “Ah, lass,” he murmured, his nose buried in her hair. “I’m sorry.”

She glanced up at him with tear-filled eyes. “You’ll let me go home?”

Suspicion rose in him. Were those manufactured tears? “No.”

Suzie wrenched away, her glare back in force. She was beautiful. Glorious and a big, fat liar with excellent acting skills.

Niall spun and marched to the door. He departed, securing the lock, and headed to his place of solace. He immersed himself in work, but even then, his deceptive mate hovered at the fringes of his mind.

Niall flung down his pen and cursed. It was kind of ironic that he’d escaped a toxic environment only to fall into the clutches of a mate he couldn’t trust. What the hell did he do now?

“Mine. Mine. Mine!” his bear chanted.

“We can’t trust her,” Niall mumbled.

His bear released an angry growl and continued his litany. Niall studied the clock on his wall and wondered if it was too early to start drinking. He stood and was halfway to his drinks cabinet when his phone rang.

Grateful for the interruption, he retreated to his desk and scooped up his phone. “Sinclair.”

“Boss, it’s Harris. Someone tried to break into the lab early this morning.”
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A Bossy Curmudgeon





Suzie spent a frustrating morning pacing the luxurious bedroom. Angus had delivered a delicious breakfast and locked the door again once he’d set down the tray. She’d filled an hour lolling in the tub amongst decadently scented bubbles, but her mind refused to divert from the stubborn bear. 

Niall Sinclair was driving her crazy. Why did she find him sexy? He was a bad-tempered, bossy, conniving curmudgeon.

It wasn’t right for him to keep her prisoner, and she couldn’t believe Saber had been okay with this situation.

Saber and London had helped her and Edwina when they’d strayed into stupidity, and representing their town at the gathering was a way of saying thank you for their advice and encouragement. Neither she nor Edwina had hesitated when London explained what they wanted and why. No one had pressured them for positive results, and when she hadn’t clicked with anyone, Suzie had been glad. She’d assumed Edwina had the same mindset until her friend abruptly vanished, leaving Suzie with unanswered questions and hurt feelings.

Heavy and hurried footsteps sounded outside her door. The scrape of a key had her whirling. The door burst open, and Niall stood there, fury radiating from his muscular body. “Come with me.”

He didn’t wait but pivoted abruptly and advanced down the passage. Suzie blinked, her curiosity sparking. She trotted after him, questions trembling on the tip of her tongue. They were in a castle wing she hadn’t explored when she caught up. Niall approached a wall, which she belatedly realized was an elevator. Ah! So that was how the castle owner avoided the gathering attendees. Given his preference for privacy and secrets, it was astonishing he’d allow the convention at the castle. She’d guessed he owned it, given he lived in the private rooms above, but maybe that was her assumptions tripping her up again. 

“Niall, do you own this castle?”

“What?”

“Do you own Castle Glenkirk?”

“Yes, what of it?” Suspicion colored his tone now.

Disappointment flowed from her in a soft sigh. The man’s rough handsomeness and apparent strength were attractive, but his grumpiness was getting old. Who wanted to witness that snarly face every morning?

“I was curious. Why permit the gathering at the castle if it’s your home?”

“None of your business. Your job is to assist me until my honey launches. Once that day comes, you’re welcome to leave.”

“Wow, who rained on your parade?”

“Someone broke into my lab early this morning.”

Oh. “Wasn’t me. You locked me in the bedroom. I hope you’ve thought carefully about that. What if there’s a fire? I’d burn to a crisp before anyone could rescue me.”

The man released a growl, sounding more animal than human, and Suzie bit back her smile. Excellent. Her prattle was annoying him. Well, he’d learn how annoying she could be. Soon, he’d be pleading for her to leave. He’d pay her to vacate the premises.

“I know you weren’t responsible. You don’t have a phone to call anyone.”

“Thank you,” Suzie said, not hiding her sarcasm. “Where are we going?”

“To my lab. I want to assess the damage.” He swung around to nail her with a glare. “Recall you’ve signed a non-disclosure agreement. If you impart sensitive information to anyone, I will sue. You’ll rue the day you decided to cross me.”

“Well,” Suzie said, an understatement of gigantic proportions. “I guess you’ve told me.”

“This isn’t a laughing matter.” Niall slapped his palms against the stout wooden door leading outdoors, pushing it open.

The early morning sun seared her eyeballs, and she blinked frantically to adjust her sight. She stumbled, and the bear’s hand shot out, righting her before her befuddled brain snapped into motion.

He tugged hard. She lurched toward him and collided with his chest. His hard, muscular chest. The spring flowers and mint with a hint of honey sweetness she’d come to associate with him assailed her. They stared at each other, and she spotted his bear shyly peeking at her through brown eyes that had turned more amber. Then Niall blinked and thrust her away as if she were something nasty.

Suzie staggered, but he righted her with a quick, steadying hand, leaving her confused. Befuddled. The bear-man didn’t behave like other males. While it was true he possessed a little absentminded scientist, the driven businessman was very much in control. That would account for his bad temper, or maybe…

“Do you have a stomachache? Are you eating enough roughage?”

He stared at her briefly before barking, “Stay there while I get the car.”

Suzie considered running, but Niall had spoken to Saber. She’d heard the truth in his voice when he’d mentioned this, which meant Saber didn’t have concerns for her safety. He would’ve sent Scott and Liam to rescue her if he’d sensed danger. Saber was supportive like that, and she trusted his instincts. No, she’d stay put as ordered. Despite repulsing him, she was still curious about the bear’s next move.

A red sports car zoomed around the corner and braked beside Suzie. She grinned as Niall climbed from the driver’s seat and ran around to open the door for her. Wow, a gentleman. Those were few and far between. Not even her father did this for her mother, despite their deep affection.

Feeling like a princess, she entered the car and took a deep breath. Delicious bear-man laced with a new-car aroma. Soon, Niall sped down a long driveway away from Castle Glenkirk. Once they reached the village, he took another road which led to a larger town with better transport links.

She’d thought they’d drive right into town, but they were still traveling through green fields studded with cute, shaggy Highland cows when Niall turned onto a side road. He went a short distance, the land becoming hillier before they pulled onto a gravel driveway. When they rounded a corner, a large shed came into view. A muddy hunter-green SUV had parked outside. Niall pulled up beside the vehicle and switched off the ignition. He climbed out and strode to the building’s entrance.

When Suzie hesitated, he glanced over his shoulder and backtracked to open her door.

“You’re coming with me. Pay attention and take mental notes. I want to hear your thoughts later.” He waited impatiently, and she scrambled from the vehicle. The door slammed, then he grasped her arm and propelled her into motion.

He was a mix of complexities and bad moods, keeping her off balance and strangely exhilarated because he wasn’t dull, unlike the men she’d dated at home.

“You don’t need to drag me,” she said when her shorter legs refused to keep up with his long strides. “I’m coming willingly.”

He released her arm, and the glower he shot her way warned her to behave. She’d consider this, but all bets were off if he continued acting like a tyrant. She had a limited tolerance for bossy men.

At a side door, Niall plugged in a code and used a key. This opened to a vestibule area with yet more security measures. Niall put his eye to a peephole and waited. After seconds, the lock clicked, and the door opened.

“Wow,” Suzie murmured. “You’re serious about security. I thought you were taking me to a hay barn.”

“That’s the idea. Thieves think this is a farm building. They’d never believe we produce honey here.”

“But where are your worker vehicles?” Suzie asked. “Surely it takes a team to manufacture the honey?”

“It does, but we use this facility in the pre-production stage. No one knows of it except me, my second-in-charge, Michael, and Harris, who keeps an eye on the place and makes sure everything runs smoothly.”

“Have they signed non-disclosure documents?”

“We’ve worked together since I first arrived in Scotland, and the laird was in charge. We’re friends, and I trust them implicitly.”

Wow, hard to imagine this grumpy man having friends.

Niall led her along a dimly lit passage into a massive open area partitioned into sections.

“Harris,” Niall shouted.

“Over here.”

With ground-eating steps, Niall headed toward his friend. Suzie hurried after him, curious about this glimpse into Niall’s business. Niall skidded to a halt and released a harsh curse.

A few steps behind him, Suzie took seconds longer to assess the damage. Jars of honey lay on their sides, the liquid contents dripping to the floor. Other jars had broken, shards of glass crushed beneath careless feet. Someone had upended every jar of honey they could find. They’d swept them off shelves, and judging by the smears on the wall, they’d fired jars at every surface.

“So much wasted honey,” Niall said, grief flitting across his features along with despair and bitterness.

Suzie glimpsed all these emotions before the big man straightened his shoulders and slid back into businessman mode, laser-focused on the problem and the next steps.

“Did they destroy all the honey?” Niall asked.

“No,” Harris said, scraping his hand over his sparse hair. His shoulders were stooped in his wiry frame, but when he glanced at her, Suzie saw bright intelligence in his blue eyes—the curiosity. “The jars we bottled yesterday were in the lunchroom under the table. I ran out of storage, and it’s cool in there.”

“They didn’t trash the lunchroom?” Niall asked, his stark tone alerting Suzie to the importance of the answer. “I left my research notes in there. I meant to grab them, but a phone call distracted me.”

“Nay, dinna fash. The room is untouched. None of the honey or your notes were in plain sight.” Harris scratched his stubbled jaw, shaking his head. “Instinct told me to store the extra honey in the lunchroom. The alternative was rearranging out here to create more room, so at least some is safe. Should I call Michael and get him to help with clean up?”

“Yeah, good idea. What about our production details?”

“They’re here, but I’m wondering if someone photographed or copied them because they weren’t how we left them.” Harris’s voice turned grim. “Laddie, we’ll need to bring forward our release date. It’s the only way to get a jump on our competitors.”

“Aye,” Niall said. “This is Suzie. She’s helping with paperwork and marketing.”

Harris frowned, opened his mouth, and shut it again as if he’d thought better of what he’d intended to say. He pulled out his phone. “I’ll call Michael.”

But instead of jumping straight into action, the two men stared at the havoc for a moment longer and shared a loaded glance. Along with the anger pouring off them came a dispirited air.

Right. She could fix that by shifting frustration into activity. “How did the intruders enter the building?” Suzie asked. “From observation, security is tight.”

“As far as I can ascertain, they climbed onto the roof and cut their way inside,” Harris said.

“We’d better clear the mess and determine what equipment to replace. I’ll organize extra security to monitor the building,” Niall said.

Suzie was pleased he’d lost his frozen shock. “What can I do? Should I start picking up broken jars? Do you have a box to toss them into?”

Harris sent her a grateful look. “I’ll get you a bin and a pair of gloves to protect your hands.” He rushed away, leaving her with a brooding Niall.

“Do you have any suspects?” she asked.

Niall gave an irritable shrug. “Honey production is a cut-throat yet profitable business. It could be any of my competitors. Once we reached the testing stage, anyone might’ve spoken out of turn despite promising non-disclosure.”

“It could’ve been worse,” Suzie said. “At least Harris saved a few jars of honey.”

“Yes, but they’ve probably taken jars to analyze along with our production notes,” Niall said.

“Some of your new honey?”

An amused snort escaped him. “I hid it beneath a stack of research books. If they didn’t notice the other honey, they won’t have our new product.”

“A bonus.”

“This is bad enough. Our notes and other newer products will give our competitors an advantage.”

Suzie hated seeing the disillusionment, the traces of bitterness. She thought she might have to cope with a sulky male, but he shrugged off the emotions riding him and set about righting equipment and taking stock of the damage.

Suzie worked at his side, tossing broken glass into a box and other items into a rubbish sack. Harris toiled with them.

“Harris? Niall?” a masculine voice called.

The new arrival rounded the corner and came to an abrupt halt. He cursed before closing the distance between Harris and Niall and having an animated discussion.

Suzie continued working until her back started protesting, and when she checked her watch, she was surprised two hours had passed. Although they hadn’t chattered, she’d enjoyed working with the men to right the damage and get them underway with their secret tests again.

Harris arrived with a tea tray, and Niall and the newcomer followed him, their easy conversation and verbal shorthand telling of a long-standing friendship. Harris poured mugs of strong tea and handed out pieces of buttery shortbread.

“Michael, this is Suzie, my new office assistant,” Niall said.

Suzie caught the surprise in the brown eyes before the man of her height offered his hand. His smooth palm collided with hers briefly before he released her. Suzie bit back her grimace, deducing from his expression that he thought she and Niall were lovers. Ugh to sweaty hands and insincere handshakes.

“Pleased to meet you,” Suzie said, flashing a half-hearted smile. Some people made the worst assumptions.

He dipped his head before asking Niall a question. Suzie concentrated on the excellent shortbread and her tea before starting work again.

It was another hour before the room appeared orderly, albeit absent of equipment.

“I’ve arranged for security guards around the clock,” Niall told Harris and Michael. “Make sure they know who you are. Introduce yourself before you leave for the night.”

“I will,” Harris promised.

Michael nodded. “I’m heading back to the plant now, but I’ll drop by in the morning.”

“Thanks.” Niall strode halfway along the passage, with her trotting behind like a pet dog before he came to an abrupt halt. “Wait here.”

He retraced his path and disappeared into the room they’d come from. Suzie heard him speak with Harris but couldn’t interpret the words. When Niall returned, he carried a box and a red folder. He strode past her without a word, and with a roll of her eyes, she fell in behind.

“Ah, the security men have arrived.” He placed the box and folder in the trunk. “Stay here.”

“Yes, sir,” she muttered, grumpy, until her gaze lit on his rear end. Nice. The bear did have an attractive body, even if his scowl spoiled his appearance. But that accent… It canceled out some of his bad points. She grinned but wiped her expression clean when he stomped back, having spoken with the security team.

“What now?” she asked.

“We return to the castle.”

Enlightening, not. “Did the thieves get any of your new wonder honey?”

“Not the final product we intend to market. The thieves got earlier iterations and notes. The honey Harris stored in the lunchroom was a different blend but still valuable. We got lucky, and someone interrupted our thieves, or they thought they’d found all the honey.”

“Will the security guards be enough?”

“Fingers crossed,” Niall said drily. “I can work from the castle, if necessary, in my small lab there. I’ll get you to collate the test results that have come in so far. Next, we’ll decide on the label and jar and organize shipping.” He tapped his fingers as he snapped out instructions. “We’ll have to hire guards to protect the shipments and ensure the honey goes on sale immediately. I want you to write up an advertising proposal. We’re cutting it fine on promotion, but pre-booking can lead to competitor leaks.”

“But I’m flying home soon.”

“No,” Niall snapped. “Since you inserted yourself into my world, you’re staying and seeing this out. You can go home in six months. No more discussion.”

Suzie planted her hands on her hips, her fury hot and instant. “For the umpteenth time. You can’t make me stay. That is kidnapping, imprisonment, and dozens of other charges.”

Niall scowled at her. “I have your passport.”

Suzie spluttered before her teeth snapped together. “Saber didn’t agree to that.”

“Call him and ask.” Niall’s confident tone told her everything. He wasn’t lying because he had spoken to Saber. She frowned. Maybe it was Saber teaching her a lesson.

Niall could hold her here but not constantly watch her. Let him try.
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Unwelcome Visitors





Back in his castle office, Nial unpacked his honey samples and the notes he’d brought for safekeeping. His mind drifted to Suzie—the annoying woman his bear craved and didn’t want to leave. There had been women in his past, but none had affected him this way. She kept interrupting his thoughts when he was trying to work, mucking up his efficiency and logical mind. 

She’d asked if she could go for a walk—a reasonable request, but he’d had things he wanted to do. So he’d sent a trusted employee with her with strict instructions for him not to let her out of his sight. The problem—he’d noted the hint of appreciation in the wolf shifter’s gaze. He’d kept everything together until the pair had left. Barely.

“Mine. Mine. Mine!” his bear chanted, the litany growing wearisome.

“She is staying for six months,” Niall muttered, praying that his bear would get over his infatuation with the leopard shifter.

He’d considered marriage, but when the idea occurred, it was because he was thinking of children and passing on the legacy he’d inherited and built upon. He’d thought to look among the daughters of his business associates. Human or not, the choice of a wife hadn’t mattered. His bear had never asserted his opinion before.

Niall stalked to the window and glanced out at the private garden below. His gaze went straight to Suzie. The sun glinted off her hair, and she laughed at something her escort said. A low growl rumbled up his throat, and a burning sensation darted through his chest. He knuckled his breastbone to ease the pain while his gaze followed the pair through the garden.

“Mine!” his bear chanted.

Niall cursed and dragged himself away. He was ten years older than her, and her cheerful chatter would drive him crazy. By the time six months had passed, they’d be heartily sick of each other.

His phone rang, and glad of the interruption, Nial plucked it off his desk. “Sinclair.”

“Sir, it’s Robbie at the gatehouse. Two men to see you. They say they’re your brothers.”

Niall’s hand tightened on the phone, but he controlled the curse that tickled the tip of his tongue. “Did they give you names?”

“I shall inquire,” Robbie said.

Something told Niall he’d already asked and that the men had declined to give their names. If it were his brothers, they’d be up to their usual games. He mightn’t have seen them for almost twenty years, but he hadn’t tried to hide despite traveling to a different country. His entire family were bullies and freeloaders and always took the easy way. Mostly, stealing or intimidation, and as the runt, he’d taken their abuse.

Hell, had his brothers broken into his property?

Robbie came back. “They say their names are Euan and Colin.”

A growl crawled up his throat, his bear as perturbed as him. Their timing was certainly suspicious. “Tell my brothers,” he said in an icy voice, “they are not welcome here, and I have no wish to see them. They made their feelings very clear before I left home. Nothing has changed.”

“Yes, sir.” Robbie’s crisp acceptance released the tension seeping into Niall’s shoulders.

Niall pocketed his phone and resumed his position at the window. He sought Suzie and found her sitting on a bench with her face turned to the sun. Her escort was nearby and fiddling with his phone, his attention split between Suzie and his screen.

Niall returned to his desk, intending to go through his plan again to tweak and perfect, given the destruction of some of their product, but his mind refused to settle. His brothers’ arrival. Why? Why did they seek him after all these years? Knowing them, they wouldn’t have cared about his disappearance—one less mouth to feed.

Maybe he should’ve spoken to them.

No. He’d survived—no—thrived without his family to drag him down.

The door to his office flew open, and Suzie stalked inside.

“I strongly disagree but will stay. I’ll work for you without further protest. You will pay me a fair wage and give me time off. You’ll let me go into the village if I want, and you will pay for a music course so I won’t lose six months. I love my music and refuse to give it up. Do we have a deal?”

Niall dissected her expression while his mind worked the angles and requests she’d asked of him. He’d already promised Saber he’d help with her music. “Give me a list of the music courses you’d like to take. Yes, it’s only fair to receive remuneration. Yes, you can go to the village. Check with the pastor because they sometimes have musical concerts and recitals at the church. If you have any problems, please ask me, and we’ll have a reasonable discussion. Is that agreeable with you?”

Suzie wore a frown but nodded. “I’ll trust you, but no funny stuff. Secretarial duties and nothing else.”

“I understand.” Niall winced when his bear started chanting. On the plus side, only he could hear the annoying protest. “I might require your presence at functions. Business dinners and a charity ball. Is that acceptable?”

Suzie thrust out her hand. “We have a deal.”

“Excellent. I want to review my strategy for the honey’s release and decide on a name and label.”

They spent an enjoyable three hours refining Niall’s plan. Enjoyable for him. Working with an intelligent woman made him incredibly happy. His bear was happy. He was happy. The plan was a winner. He felt it in his gut, and part of that confidence came from the ideas they’d sparked together by imagining what if. Exciting spins on the traditional that he thought would grab the public’s attention. Once they tasted his honey, he was confident it would sell itself.

Angus had sent sandwiches and coffee from the kitchen, but now it was late afternoon. Niall glanced at Suzie and wondered if she’d like to take a forest walk with him. His bear sighed happily, and Niall verbalized the idea before analyzing the pluses and minuses.

“I could use some fresh air,” he said. “Would you like to walk in the woods with me?” Niall cringed. That sounded like a corny pickup line. A walk. Huh!

But to his relief, she beamed.

“I would love that. Do I have time to change into shorts? It’s such a lovely day.” She paused. “Or will we run in our animal forms?”

“Mine. Mine. Mine!” his bear chanted.

Niall’s heart leaped because that sounded like heaven. He’d love to see her feline in person, but no, he could make do with her bare legs. Shifting wasn’t possible since humans walked and rode their bikes along the paths. “That sounds lovely, but not this time. The woods are a shared one. I like to walk there because the bluebells bloom in the spring. It’s a lovely sight.”

She grinned, and his bear released a loud sigh. Loud enough to make her blink.

Heat invaded Niall’s cheeks, a novelty since nothing threw him. “My bear,” he said, avoiding Suzie’s gaze, then giving in to his need to see her reaction. “He loves the woods. Sometimes, I’ll go at night when shifting is safer.”

“It sounds delightful, and I’d love to go for a walk. I exercise often at home. My friend and I take exercise classes with Isabella, and she’s a hard taskmaster.”

“I’ll rendezvous with you at the elevator in ten minutes. Is that long enough?” he asked, praying she wasn’t a woman who preened for hours.

“Ten minutes is plenty of time,” Suzie said.

Niall took his time, changing from his suit into a more casual polo shirt and shorts with old and comfortable boat shoes on his feet.

Suzie was waiting when he arrived, and he braced for his bear’s habitual chant. Instead, a lustful sigh echoed through his mind. Yeah, that was something he and his bear could agree on. While Suzie was of average height, she had gorgeous, toned legs. His palms tingled with the urge to touch.

Instead, he placed his hand on the small of her back and urged her forward, his nose twitching at her enticing scent. She wore white shorts and a green blouse that matched the color of her eyes. She’d tied her hair back in a high ponytail and wore sensible shoes. Not the spiked heels one of his past girlfriends had worn to walk in the woods. She’d shrieked on seeing a squirrel, and their date had gone downhill from there.

Niall ushered Suzie into his car, and they drove through the village to the wilderness.

“I love the village,” Suzie said. “It’s like the traditional English towns I imagined before arriving. Your castle is beautiful, too. How did you come to own it?”

The question took Niall back to when he’d first arrived in Scotland. He’d scrimped and saved to get the airfare. He’d recognized the move would be difficult, but he’d also known his family would suck him dry if he stayed. The bullying he could take, but Niall refused to sink to their level. They lived by conducting scams and outright thievery, and each of his older brothers and sisters thought of him as weak because he’d wanted to go to school and learn. His breaking point had come when he’d met a girl he liked a lot. They’d been dating for six months when his brothers—Euan and Colin—had come across them at a cafe. At first, their appearance had alarmed him, but his brothers had acted charming. That should’ve warned him for a start. Instead, he’d been grateful his brothers weren’t treating him like crap. Millicent—his girlfriend—had told him his brothers were lovely.

He hadn’t discovered until it was too late that Euan and Colin had followed them when he’d escorted her home. They’d arranged meetings that had seemed casual to Millicent. She’d mentioned running into them at the market, but he had thought little of it. Later, when he’d examined the past, it had been a big blaring sign he shouldn’t have missed. Either Euan or Colin or hell, knowing his brothers, both had seduced Millicent. They’d dragged her into their world of booze and drugs, and despite him warning her, she’d gone willingly.

The blazing row they’d had before they’d broken up had stunned him. It had destroyed him because he and his bear had cared for her, even though she was human and unaware of his world. Euan and Colin had taken care of that. They’d blasted away her rose-colored glasses and dragged her into the chaos. Not that she’d argued much from what Niall had witnessed. Six months later, Millicent had died in a motor vehicle accident, but the designer drugs and booze had already done the damage.

The Millicent he had known had vanished.

Niall slid a glance at Suzie. Millicent hadn’t been his mate, but he’d liked her a lot, and his brother’s malicious seduction had torn him apart. He had problems with trust now. He understood that and owned it. His brothers’ actions and Millicent’s defection had been the last push required to get him to summon his bravery and leave. A new life. One where he made decisions and took responsibility for them. One where he didn’t have a family. One where people respected him because of his achievements.

And now Euan and Colin had made an unexpected appearance, their timing impeccable and enough to set his warning antenna blaring, especially with the invasion of his property.

He forced himself to smile, and Suzie smiled back with warmth and openness, even after how he’d treated her. Guilt tangoed in his gut and echoed in his mind.

“Mine. Mine. Mine!” The chant sounded so demanding that part of him wondered if it had been audible to Suzie. When she didn’t react, his grip on the wheel eased.

“The castle,” she prompted.

“I inherited it,” he said, pushing aside the memories crowding his mind.

“You did?” Lively curiosity pooled in her expression.

“An elderly man owned the castle. I answered an advertisement for a gardening job. He was a cranky old bachelor, but he saw something in me. His hobby was making honey, and since I’m a bear, I have a greater-than-normal interest in the substance. I found the process interesting and had a knack for it. I enjoyed working in the gardens and learning about the different plants. He gave me the use of a cottage, and our friendship started from there. He was a bit of a curmudgeon.” Niall felt the smile that curved his lips. Cameron Glenkirk had possessed a cranky demeanor. He’d been a lonely man, while Niall had hungered for any relationship not tainted by his family or his association with them.

“We were an unlikely pair, but I lived and worked here for almost six years before Cameron died. He left me and Angus everything, along with a decent amount of money. We’d always talked about upping our honey production but hadn’t done more than sell it at local markets and a stall at the gate. After Cameron died, I made it my mission to make his dream come true.”

“Wow,” Suzie said. “That is amazing. Did you know he intended to leave you the castle?”

“No, it was a hell of a shock. I would’ve panicked if Cameron had told me before his death. He left me a letter explaining everything and telling me what he hoped for my future and our honey. His belief helped me steady my nerves and plan. He’d enjoy hearing about the castle rental and the honey’s success. According to Cameron, the place lacked vitality and people.

“You should call your new honey after him,” Suzie said. “Call it Cameron’s Gold or something similar. Honey, unlike wine, lacks a name. Give it a vintage and a personalized name. Make it special. And if you experiment in the future with different varieties of the same, you could give them associated names.”

Excitement burst in Niall. “That’s an excellent idea. We’ll brainstorm names later.” He didn’t want this outing to end. “Why don’t we have an early dinner at the local pub?”

“I’d enjoy that. I’ve fallen in love with their steak and kidney pie,” Suzie said.

Niall pulled up in the gravel lot and parked. “I’m glad I thought of this. It’s been too long since I walked for the pleasure of it and enjoyed the forest.” He climbed out of the car and hot-footed it to the passenger side. Suzie had already opened the door, but he waited for her to descend before locking the vehicle with the remote.

Suzie inhaled, her expression relaxed and a gentle smile playing on her lips. “Are the bluebells finished blooming?”

“We might sight a stray flower, but a spring visit displays the full beauty of the spectacle.”

“Is there much wildlife around?”

“Squirrels and the occasional badger. Most of the shifters here are wolves and run on their private lands. This area has too many wandering humans to appeal to shifters.”

“Where do you go when you shift?”

“I’m lucky to have hundreds of acres attached to the castle property. With me, it’s more a problem of finding the time to shift because I’m busy. Lots of balls to juggle.”

“Is that why you’re cranky? You don’t let your bear out to play.”

Niall spluttered while his bear preened like a giddy child. “Mine,” he said in a firm voice. Niall needed a shift of subject before his bear pushed him into embarrassment. He hated to disappoint this woman. No, he wanted to impress her, a sentiment he hadn’t felt since Millicent.

“Tell me about Middlemarch,” he said. “Saber Mitchell intrigued me during our talk. I thought he might declare war on me for ah…”

“Kidnapping me? Holding me captive?” she asked in a deceptively sweet voice.

“Hmm,” he said, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

“Middlemarch is a small country town. When I was young, it was all black leopard shifters living secretly among the humans. Since Saber Mitchell became head of the council, things have changed. Wolves have moved into Middlemarch, but there is no animosity between the two species. We participate in the same events and work toward making Middlemarch a great town.”

“I’d never heard of the place.”

“It is small.”

The gravel and leaves crunched under their feet as they entered the welcome shade of the forest. Oak and birch trees allowed dappled sunlight to reach the forest floor. Niall sucked in a deep breath and savored the crisp air tinted with greenery and bark. He caught a hint of deer musk, and a squirrel ran out on a branch above them, chittering at the interruption.

“I can see why you enjoy it here. It’s peaceful and beautiful.”

Niall smiled, the curve of his lips surprising him because he didn’t display his emotions. His bear made a humming sound of approval. She’d passed his test.

“Will you show me where the bluebells grow? So I can imagine them in bloom?”

Niall gazed at her, then nodded. That was the moment he gave in to his bear’s urgings, although if he was honest, he’d liked her from the moment he’d found her studying the portraits on the wall in his castle. Her grasp of business matters and interest in his honey had deepened his awareness and added respect to the equation. On impulse, he reached out and took her hand. To his delight, she didn’t pull away but continued to walk at his side.

“What else do you do when you’re not working?” she asked.

“I enjoy music, but I have an awful singing voice. Any outdoor activity is fun because I spend so much time working. If I’m traveling, I try hiking, into the wilderness, or exploring the honey in the area.”

“Music is my passion,” Suzie said. “I can sing, and Edwina and I write songs together.”

“What genre?” Niall asked, interested in learning everything about this fascinating woman. Yeah, he’d given up arguing with his bear, beginning to think his shifter half was one hundred percent right.

Suzie Paisley was their woman.

The sharp crack of a stick on the path behind them had them freezing and exchanging glances. Niall scanned the trees, seeing nothing but every sense telling him they were in danger.

“Down,” he snapped seconds before a sharp balloon-popping sound came to him. Something struck the tree branch inches above their heads.








  
  

7

Dinner For Two





“Why are they shooting at us?” Suzie demanded. “Didn’t they check their target first? These idiots shouldn’t get away with endangering innocent hikers.” 

They crouched behind a broad tree trunk, wide enough to screen their bodies. Suzie peered through the undergrowth, straining to catch every sound. Niall had his phone out and was speaking with the local police.

“Stay where you are,” the cop instructed.

Niall gave him directions for their location and hung up after telling the policeman they’d heard one shot.

“Accident or not?” Suzie asked. “Something to do with your honey?”

“The gossip vine is silent, which is unusual. As far as I know, everyone testing the honey for me has adhered to my privacy conditions.”

“What about the break-in at your property?”

“Good point. We reported the crime to the police, but I’ll mention it.” He scowled, the harsh lines digging into his cheeks a testament to his anger. His unease. “It seems strange for someone to go to so much trouble. The theft of our samples is more understandable. I can’t believe anyone would shoot at us on purpose.”

“Stranger things have happened,” Suzie said. “Greed is a powerful emotion.”

Voices carried to them, and Suzie glanced at Niall. “That can’t be the police. I doubt they’re this fast.”

The voices came closer. Niall slowly stood and peered around the tree trunk while Suzie craned her neck to see before rising when four teenagers came into view. Three girls and one guy. The male caught sight of them first, his startled expression giving way to sly humor. He nudged the girl closest to him and murmured something too faint for Suzie to hear. She had a great imagination, though, and her cheeks flamed.

The four walked past, their muffled whispers and laughter continuing until they were out of sight.

“Well,” Niall said, plucking two leaves off Suzie’s hair. “I can guess what they’re thinking.”

“Yeah, exactly what I would’ve assumed at their age.” Suzie straightened her rumpled clothes, part of her wishing that she had been rolling around with Niall.

A masculine shout interrupted their chuckles, and a man in a policeman’s uniform approached them.

“Mr. Sinclair?” he asked.

“Yes,” Niall said. “You were quick.”

“I was a few streets away,” the cop said. “You reported gunfire?”

“We believe the hunter has left because a group of teens just walked past.” He gestured toward the tree. “You’ll find the bullet lodged in the trunk. It nearly hit us.”

“One shot?” the policeman asked.

“That’s right,” Niall said. “It’s possible the four teenagers scared them away, or they were embarrassed when they realized they’d targeted people instead of animals.”

“The no-hunting signs are prominent,” the policeman said, sounding slightly harried when his radio squawked insistently. “I’ll dig the bullet out, search for shell casings, and if the idiot shoots again in this area, we’ll have evidence to tie him to this incident.” He paused. “Assuming we can catch him.”

“Thank you,” Niall said, his forehead scrunched in a frown. “Someone broke into one of my properties early this morning. I’ve reported the incident,” he told the cop.

His stillness and the faint thread of worry told her he didn’t think this was a mere hunter. He did suspect it had something to do with his honey production and had ties to the earlier incident.

“This morning? I’ll speak to the person in charge. Please stop by the station to give statements.” The policeman glanced at her before turning to Niall. “You know where we are. Please don’t forget. If the hunter shoots here again, we need ample evidence to charge him.”

“Is tomorrow morning soon enough?” Niall asked. “We intended to go for dinner.”

“That’s fine.” The policeman nodded to two adults who walked past with their two young children. He turned back to Niall, wincing at the spate of police codes squawking through his radio. “Looks as if school is out. Take care.”

“Thank you.” Niall took her elbow and led her back to the path. “Do you want to keep walking, or would you like to return to the castle?”

“More walking,” Suzie said without hesitation. She waited until they were out of earshot. “You think someone targeted us.”

He exhaled, the sound floating heavily in the air. “Yes. Given the number of people walking this path now, it should be safe enough. It won’t be as romantic and peaceful, but the scenery and fresh air are an incentive to continue.”

“You surprise me.” A smile flirted with her lips and gained control.

His brows rose, his hazel eyes glinting with amusement. “You think I don’t have any romance game because I’m a grumpy bear?”

“I didn’t think you’d talk openly about intimacy,” Suzie said, not hiding her surprise. “Most guys don’t. In my experience.”

“Cameron once gave me advice on courting women. His counsel—I’d make an excellent husband and father if I stood out from the other men.” Niall smiled at the memory, and it softened the stern lines of his visage. “According to Cameron, I have a grouchy expression, which makes people shy away. He told me my enthusiasm shines when I’m interested in a topic, and that’s a good look for me. He also suggested if I wanted to find a wife, I shouldn’t hide my true self. Cameron told me I was a romantic and should never conceal my tendencies from someone I cared for since honesty was an asset.” He ceased talking and grinned at her. Grinned. The stern lines on his face relaxed, his hazel eyes sparkled, and Suzie’s heart did a rapid pitter-patter. Wow. If he chose, the man had game.

Suzie swallowed hard, feeling the heat on her cheeks. She’d had boyfriends before, but did Niall mean he was interested in her as a close friend rather than her expertise in the office? She was afraid to ask.

However, she needed to know for her peace. “Are you telling me I’m not just a secretary?”

He snorted. “With your forceful personality?” Niall halted and reached for her hand. “Let me remove the guesswork for you.”

Puzzled, she stared at him, but he said nothing else. He tugged her closer and let his hands slip up her arms to rest on her shoulders. He grinned down at her, and once again, his grin had her pulse racing. The man was imposing and driven. It was how he ran his business and became successful. She liked that about him, admired his business acumen, but this part of the bear was charming and delightful.

Unexpected.

Before Suzie could wonder at this previously hidden facet, he tilted her head and stared into her eyes. She glimpsed a hint of otherness—his bear—before his lips touched hers in a tentative kiss. The restraint didn’t last for long. Startled, she gasped, and Niall took advantage, deepening the kiss and infusing passion.

Suzie gripped Niall’s shoulders, hanging on for dear life because this kiss knocked her equilibrium. Her knees wilted like spaghetti noodles while her feline half basked in approval of her actions. Yes, let the bear kiss you. Touch you. Heck, her feline self wanted to roll onto her back and show her belly.

When Niall drew back, Suzie gaped wordlessly, her mouth tingling. The men—boys—she’d dated and allowed touching privileges had been nothing, a mere blip on her radar, compared to Niall’s kiss.

She contemplated saying something intelligent and humorous, but her brain let her down, and all that emerged was a breathy “Wow.”

“Exactly,” Niall said, stepping back but holding her right hand. “My bear wanted you from the moment we saw you. It’s a wonder you haven’t heard his demands.”

“Really?” She swallowed hard before she spoke but wanted to give him honesty. “You’re an attractive male, but until now, my feline has indicated nothing either way.”

“And now?”

“She’s interested. So am I.”

“It’s nothing to do with my wealth.”

“I’m too blissed out to be insulted. That is for you to judge. You’re the one who’ll have to decide if I’m a gold-digger or something worse. But I want to remind you I intend to return to New Zealand. I’m happy to do that if you’ll let me go.”

“No.” The sound was sharp and held possessiveness. “Let’s take this time to become acquainted. I like you, Suzie, and I don’t say that lightly. I haven’t met a woman who challenges me like you, and I enjoy your company, whether we’re walking in the forest or working on an element of my honey business. If I was to search, I doubt I could find anyone who suited me so well. So please tell me you will stay of your own free will. See where this magic between us might go.”

Suzie stared at him, her mouth agape and her eyes wide. This man was asking instead of ordering her or forcing her to accede to his wishes. She narrowed her eyes, her brain working through the pros and cons. She’d wanted to go to university so badly, but Edwina’s absence would take the shine off the achievement. If she could… “You truly intend to pay me for my work?”

“Fair wages plus a bonus if we get the honey to market on time.”

“And I’ll stay at the castle?” She wanted this doubly confirmed.

“Feel free to use the current room and come and go at your leisure.”

“Can I spend time with my friends? The two remaining ones left from our original group.”

“You’re welcome to invite them to visit for dinner, but you mustn’t tell them about the honey. Just tell them enough to get them to stop asking questions.”

A sneaky thought occurred, and she wondered if he would balk at her suggestion. “What if I told them you were my mate?” She now suspected this was the truth, and the gathering was a brilliant cover. Not one shifter would mention it to a human.

Niall met her gaze, and she glimpsed his bear in the gold swirl that suddenly dominated his eyes. A slow smile crept across his face, spellbinding in its charm. It transformed him from a grumpy bear to a sexy shifter who’d attract any woman’s attention.

“I might enjoy that,” he said in a sexy rumble.

Her mouth dropped open, and she pressed her lips together once she realized. “You would?”

“I’ve confessed already. I like you a lot. You’re intelligent, excellent at your job, and you don’t bore me with your prattle.”

Suzie rolled her eyes. “Thanks, I think.”

He grinned, and her breath caught. He looked much younger and more carefree when he cast away his serious side. “Also, I enjoy looking at you. Plus, you aren’t afraid of my temper.”

“Okay.”

Niall pulled up in the parking lot for a pub Suzie hadn’t yet visited—The Black Bull. Once out of the vehicle, she snapped a shot of the pub sign depicting a snorting black bull. Fields sat on one side of the pub, full of contented Highland cattle chewing their cud. Suzie skipped in that direction and took a photo to send to her father. A cattle farmer, he’d enjoy seeing the hairy, horned beasts.

Niall waited patiently, leaning casually against the hood of his vehicle. A tiny smile played on his lips, and she had the strange desire to touch him or at least run her finger over his mouth and test it for softness. She had the oddest feeling that this man used his grumpiness as a barrier, and he was marshmallow-soft inside. She was seeing a side of him that most didn’t.

“Are you done?” he asked.

“For now.” She savored the touch of his hand on the small of her back as he pushed open the double front doors and showed her into the dimly lit pub. The floor was wooden underfoot, with several standing tables and eight tables with chairs to the right.

“Grab a table while I get us a drink,” Niall said. “What would you like?”

“I’m working my way through the local gins, so I’ll take a gin and tonic, please. Something with botanicals.”

Niall returned five minutes later with a pink gin and tonic, a beer for him, and two bags of crisps. “The kitchen is closed for another hour.”

Suzie nodded and took a sip of her drink. “Nice,” she said. “Is it a local one?”

“Made in Edinburgh, according to the barman.” Niall’s gaze went past her to the door, and he snapped out a curse.

Suzie half turned in her seat, but Niall’s hand shot out to stay her.

“No,” he said in an undertone. “Perhaps they won’t notice us.” He cursed again.

Suzie set down her drink and reached for a packet of crisps. The tension in Niall spread to her, and a bolt of apprehension shot through her when she saw the smile on Niall’s mouth—the one that didn’t reach his eyes. Whoever he’d spotted had knocked him off balance. She could practically feel his bear vibrating beneath his skin, which set her feline on edge. She tugged at the top of the crisp pack, exerted too much force, and spilled crisps across the table.

“Sorry,” she whispered.

“Niall,” a masculine voice said, the owner halting behind her. “Fancy seeing you here.”

Something about the smug note in the voice raised her hackles. Intuition told her this man had known their location. Did that mean he’d followed them from the castle? Had he shot at them? Her gut cried yes, and Suzie had learned to trust her instincts. Her mother knew stuff, too, although their grandmother—her father’s mother—dismissed this freaky power out of hand.

“Who is the pretty lady?” a second masculine voice asked.

Suzie’s stomach flipped, but she plucked a crisp from the packet and popped it into her mouth. Niall tensed even more until he reminded her of a coiled spring. Whoever these men were, Niall loathed them. She could see it in the hard glint of his eyes.

“Aren’t you going to say anything, baby brother?” the first voice said, its taunting quality irking Suzie. “Introduce us to your friend.”

She hated bullies. Especially now since hindsight told her she and Edwina had started to tread this path. That of a thug. She hadn’t liked what she’d seen and thought she’d become a better person. She’d certainly tried. And she recalled the pain in Niall’s voice when he’d told her about his family and their cruel treatment.

Suzie picked up her drink and savored the botanical notes of the gin as she swallowed. Summer fruits, juniper, and herbs. She’d quiz the barman later and see how good she was at distinguishing the flavors.

“Hey, Runt. You don’t seem pleased to see us. Afraid we’re gonna steal your lady friend? Or did you pay for her company?”

Suzie’s breath hissed through her teeth, and she opened her mouth to fire a reprimand.

Niall beat her to it. “That’s enough. What is so important that you must hound me? Whatever you want, spit it out and leave.”

“What about the niceties that you’re always harping about?” one brother asked.

“Quit mucking around,” Niall snapped. “What. Do. You. Want?” Fury glittered in his expression. His bear was mighty pissed, as evidenced by the amber flecks in Niall’s hazel irises.

One brother edged around the table and into Suzie’s sightline. He matched Niall’s height, and she could see the resemblance in the eyes and cheekbones. Handsome in a hard way, he bore a scar that ran from his ear to the corner of his mouth. He’d slicked his hair back with something that darkened the color to muddy brown and wore a thick gold chain around his neck. This was the sort of man her grandmother had warned her about. One she might’ve flirted with once but now sensed was trouble. Niall was worth ten of him.

Suzie wanted to tell Niall and his brother that, but she remained mute. She and Niall could talk later.

The second brother appeared, his smirk provoking her urge to strike. They thought Niall would capitulate and do whatever they wanted.

Niall pulled out his phone. “Tell me what you want, or I’ll contact the police and tell them you’re the ones who were shooting at us in the forest.”
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Visitors From The Past





Niall held himself still, fighting his bear’s orders to attack. His brothers were up to no good and hadn’t denied his charges. He grabbed the business card the cop had given him from his wallet and started pushing buttons. 

“What are you doing?” Colin’s eyes were wide and held a trace of shock.

Niall didn’t allow himself to indulge in petty satisfaction. He went for the jugular. “Calling the cops.”

“Knock it off,” Euan snapped. “Family don’t turn their brothers into the cops.”

“Even if they took potshots at innocent people out for a relaxing walk?” Niall asked, his tone calm, even while his bear bucked at his iron control. The more Niall thought about it, the more his conviction grew. He was right. His older brothers wanted something from him. He changed tack, again going for direct. “What do you want?”

Euan shot a glance at Suzie. She stared coolly back, her expression not changing, even when Euan leered at her.

Enough! “What do you want?”

“We want to speak with you in private.”

“Yet you approach me in a pub.” Niall didn’t bother hiding his sarcasm. And he realized something else. During the years apart from his family, he’d grown and acquired balance when it came to his brothers.

They were ruffians, and if he let them, they’d walk all over him.

Not happening.

“You wouldn’t speak to us at that castle,” Colin said.

“Why don’t I give you half an hour?” Suzie stood before Niall could offer an argument. “Since arriving in Scotland, I’ve developed a taste for tablet. It’s a bit like the condensed milk fudge we make at home. We call it Russian fudge. The sweet shop stocks it, so I’ll grab some now. Oh, and I want a couple of postcards.” She smiled sweetly at his brothers, but her eyes remained cool. “Thirty minutes.”

Niall took a moment to admire the sway of her backside before she disappeared outside. His gaze raked his brothers. “Clock’s ticking.” He took petty pleasure in seeing Euan’s mouth drop open.

“Aren’t you gonna invite us to sit? Buy us a drink?” Colin demanded.

“No.”

Colin blinked.

Niall picked up his beer. “Buy your own drinks.”

Euan jerked his head at Colin, and he slunk toward the bar. He returned with two pints of frothy ale.

Niall scrutinized his brothers. They had changed little, and their brawling had stamped their faces with scars. Their clothes bore dirt and wrinkles, suggesting they’d slept rough. Finally, when neither uttered a word, he said, “I thought you wanted to talk.”

Euan and Colin exchanged an uneasy glance. Euan checked the men and women nearby, but no one was paying them attention. “We need money.”

“No,” Niall said without hesitation. He knew his brothers well. They’d keep pushing if he gave in to them, even a little. He doubted they’d changed. “How did you find me?”

“We’ve always known,” Euan said.

Niall snorted. Until now, they hadn’t thought him valuable. His mind went straight to his honey, and he wondered at their timing. “Is the rest of the family here?”

“Not yet,” Euan said, his words a veiled threat.

“Why won’t you give us money?” Colin asked. “We’re family.”

“When it suits you,” Niall said. “I won’t give you a penny, so I suggest you leave.”

Euan and Colin exchanged another of those glances. Niall, who’d become excellent at reading body language, frowned. If he didn’t know better, he’d assume someone or something had scared his brothers. And that didn’t jibe with his memory of them.

“Was there anything else?” Niall prompted.

“Can we stay with you?” Euan asked.

“No,” Niall said. “You made my life hell when I was younger. You made me eat last, and I had to sleep on the floor. When I got a job, you stole my wages. Why would I give you anything now when I escaped that?”

“Family sticks together,” Colin said.

Niall didn’t rein in his snort of derision. “Really? That’s the line you’re gonna take with me now? I’ll make this even clearer for you. I have worked for everything I own and continue to work to support myself. Unless you’ve changed radically, I doubt you have a job, which is why you want my money. How did you obtain the airfare from Canada?”

His brothers refused to meet his gaze, which tweaked his suspicions. He made a mental note to call a contact in Canada because knowledge was forearming. He wouldn’t trust his brothers, no matter what assurances they gave. Experience had taught him well, ensuring no foolish repetition.

“Never mind,” Niall said. “Listen well. You are not welcome in my home. You stole my childhood pocket money. It won’t happen again.”

“But we’re your brothers. We were joking around,” Colin said.

“I don’t care what schemes you have going. Leave me out of them. You showed no concern for me as a cub, and nothing has changed.” Niall spotted Suzie. “Goodbye.”

His two brothers hovered, shock flashing over their faces before they went expressionless.

Colin took half a step closer. “But we’re—”

Euan closed his meaty fist around Colin’s forearm, stopping him from saying more. “Let’s go. It’s obvious Runt thinks himself too good to associate with us now.” He whispered something to Colin that Niall didn’t catch, and Colin ceased his fight. He went willingly with Euan. Niall watched them until they vanished out a side door, every muscle in his body tense and ready for flight.

For a moment, his brothers’ arrival had tossed him back to his childhood, and the same feelings of inadequacy and helplessness had filled him. Hatred and shame. Determination to remove himself and not get sucked into their lives.

Yeah, he’d felt like the runt again until Suzie had squeezed his knee. The reassuring touch had righted him and made him remember Runt had been past Niall. The Niall he’d grown into was the man he wished to remain.

He had pride in his achievements and friends.

A mate.

His bear released a satisfied chuff, and Niall felt his lips kick up at the corners. They were on the same page, with Suzie their objective. Niall wasn’t sure he could compete against her goal to attend university, but she’d agree to stay until his honey hit the stores. That was a win.

Suzie approached the table, several shopping bags in her hands. “I purchased a sweater and some underwear. I need more things, but I’ll have to wait for a bigger shopping center.

“You can come with me to Edinburgh next week when I speak with the owners of a gym chain,” Niall said. “I was hoping they could help me test my product on the sly.”

“Oh?” Suzie set her packages on the empty chair to her right before she reclaimed her seat.

“Their gyms all have juice bars and serve healthy snacks. I wondered if they could use the honey as an ingredient in several of their products and observe the changes.”

“How will you keep it secret?” Suzie asked.

“The gym owner was short of money and seeking a partner. I’m the partner who helped him. I prefer to approach him in person, but I’m positive he’ll help.”

“Sneaky,” Suzie said. “It looks as if the kitchen is ready to open. Do you think we could order now? I’m starving.”

“Did you check the menu?”

“I decided on fish and chips, although the steak and kidney pie sounded tempting.”

“That’s what I usually order. You can try some of mine.”

Suzie’s broad grin smoothed the last of his ruffled feathers, and he resolved not to think about his brothers until he and Suzie returned to the castle. He wanted to focus on this beautiful shifter and start the wooing process. He and his bear had a challenge before them, but that didn’t daunt Niall because he thrived on challenges.

“Did you find your tablet?” he asked.

“I did. The sweet shop owner makes it herself, and she’d just put out a fresh batch. I bought enough to share. Do you have a sweet tooth?”

Niall huffed out a laugh. “I’m a bear. It goes with the territory.”

“I’ll need to use the gym every morning and perhaps start swimming again.”

“Feel free to access the basement gym and heated pool anytime.”

“Thanks.”

Suzie’s beam had him smiling in return. Heck, his mouth was hurting with all this uncharacteristic smiling. His bear huffed, amused, while Niall shook his head.

“Will your brothers cause trouble?”

That knocked the amusement out of him. “Yes, they can’t help themselves. None of my brothers or sisters believe in hard work when taking the fruits of someone else’s labors is much easier.”

Suzie’s expression held sympathy, and it warmed him inside. Apart from Cameron, no one had ever cared about him before. He’d had to fight and struggle to reach his current position.

“Do you think your brothers shot at us?”

“They didn’t deny it,” Niall said, tightening the grip on his beer. “They would’ve loudly protested their innocence but shrugged it off. It was as if I mentioned the sunny weather.”

Suzie snorted. “Were they trying to scare us?”

Niall threw up his hands and almost sloshed beer over the table. “Who knows how their minds work? Maybe they wanted to frighten us. Me.”

“They sounded desperate when they asked for money.”

Niall tapped his free hand on the tabletop, his fingers striking one after the other in a rhythm. When he realized what he was doing, he stilled. Hell, he was regressing to old ways. Bad habits that let others know of his inner turmoil. But seeing his brothers again had plunked him right back to childhood memories and the uncaring cruelty they’d dealt him because he was unable to defend himself. He’d gone without food because he ate last and… Enough, dammit. He couldn’t afford to let them into his head.

Niall considered Suzie’s words. Yes, they’d almost pleaded toward the end. He recalled their love of gambling, and that made him wonder. “I need to set a private investigator on their tails. Someone to watch Euan and Colin, and another in Canada for the home front. I would do the job myself but prefer to focus on work.”

“That makes sense. Do you have anyone in mind? Could we contact them now? My gut says you should move quickly and not worry about family disloyalty or anything stupid.”

Niall grinned. “Thanks for the advice.”

“Should I order our meals while you make your phone calls?”

Niall reached for his wallet and handed her two fifty-pound notes. “Order us another drink, too. The barman will remember my drink since I’m a regular.”

When Suzie hustled off, Niall inhaled and pulled out his phone. The investigator who’d conducted the security clearances on the people who had offered to test his honey had done quick, efficient work. He’d contact him to tail Euan and Colin and ask him for recommendations for the overseas part of the assignment. He dialed and hung up after a productive conversation. Both tasks were underway, and Niall was confident of having the information he’d sought quickly.

Suzie sat, writing a postcard, and she glanced at him. “How did that go?”

“I can focus on my business and not worry about my brothers or family. And enjoy eating dinner with a beautiful woman.”

“You flirt,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes.

Niall laughed, his feel-good mood from earlier returning. Another first for him. In the past, he would’ve gone straight home and stewed about what mischief his brothers intended. The worry remained, yet it was manageable and less debilitating than before. Suzie was an excellent influence or maybe it was the fact she was his mate, and she had quickly become vital to him.

He’d noted the way Euan and Colin ogled her. They lacked respect for women and thought them suitable for only one thing. Niall knew better, and although he’d ensure that his brothers were never alone with Suzie, she’d be capable of taking them down. Physically, she was strong. She’d kept up with him and hadn’t broken a sweat during their walk. She hadn’t panicked when they’d faced danger.

His bear released another one of his chuffs, the sound full of the same satisfaction that flooded Niall. They’d chosen a strong woman who let nothing or no one intimidate her.

Now, they had to woo her and entice her into staying with them. Niall glanced at Suzie, ensnared her gaze, and winked. Let the games begin.
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Touch Me...





Suzie melted under the look in Niall’s brown eyes, the heat and intense male interest followed by the amber glint of his bear shining through his irises. He sparked an interesting reaction in her. An unusual one that should’ve had her warning antenna blaring and her feline on high alert. She entered the castle’s private rooms, supremely conscious of him at her side. Every part of her tingled, butterflies prickling in her stomach. Her clothes clung to her suddenly clammy skin, and she reached for him before the thought had solidified. 

Sexual awareness.

She’d experienced this before but never at this intense level and never enough to tempt her.

It wasn’t only her feline half pushing her, either.

She desired Niall despite his behavior when they’d first met. She’d taken a hard look at what she wanted. Still music, but university wouldn’t be the same without Edwina. Stepping out of routine for six months was exactly what she needed to recharge and regroup. After that, the decision to stay and work for Niall was easy.
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