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Ian

Countryside Of England

Seven Months Earlier

“WE NEED TO TALK, SON,” my father murmured, pushing his piece forward and taking my pawn.

I looked at him, and like every day for the past week, I felt my heart clench.

Even though he was over seventy, John Quinn had always been synonymous with strength to me. But in these last months, I’d watched him wither away from the fucking cancer that, even with treatment, sucked every last bit of energy out of him, leaving him fragile-looking. His whole body, really, showed how debilitated he was. Every day I begged the gods to heal him.

“Aren’t we already talking, Dad?” I put on a playful voice, moving my chess piece.

I didn’t want to talk about the disease eating him alive. He needed positivity, not melancholy and hopelessness. He might not believe it, but I was sure he’d pull through. He was the only person I had left in the world after we lost Mom, and just thinking I could lose him too made my heart bleed.

He didn’t smile like he usually did at my jokes. I saw not just seriousness in his blue eyes, but fear and uncertainty too.

“What I have to say is pretty serious, son.” That low tone again.

“You’re going to beat this, Dad! You’re going to see me graduate and become a fire captain!” I touched his hand resting on the table, feeling every vein—more prominent now that his skin had grown thinner.

“I have no doubt you’ll be chief of the station one day.” A faint smile flickered across his face and died seconds later. “But it’s not about my sickness I want to talk about. I’ve made my peace with all of that.”

“You shouldn’t—”

“You should too, Ian,” he cut me off.

“Dad—” I started, but he stopped me again.

“It’s the best thing to do!”

“No, it’s not!”

I felt a surge of irritation, but ignoring the feeling, I kept stroking the back of his wrinkled hand.

“I never deserved your love, son. Not your hugs, not your smiles...” His voice shook a little. There was pain in his tone.

“What nonsense is that? Of course you deserved it. You were always a great father,” I shot back, giving in to my annoyance.

He shook his head, denying it.

“I’m sure you won’t think that, Ian. Not after everything I’ve done.”

I saw something like a flash of guilt in his eyes. A shiver ran down my spine, but I ignored the discomfort.

“You and Mom were the best parents in the world!” I paused. “Now I understand why you were so hard on me. It was for my own good. A lot of the time, I was a mischievous kid.”

My father shook his head again.

“You were always a good boy. Your mother and I were never good to you.” He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

“Nonsense.”

“No, it’s not. You’re going to hate us. And you’d be right to.”

I raised an eyebrow before joking with him: “If you hadn’t beaten me twice already, I’d say you’re losing your mind, Dad. And it’s your turn.” I pointed at the board, where he had more pieces left than I did.

“I’m serious, Ian.” His tone was firm.

“So am I,” I shot back, then relented, forcing myself to look serious instead of needling him. “What’s so important you have to tell me, John?”

“It’s not easy. I spent the last few weeks wondering whether I should tell you at all.”

Another shiver ran through me. This time, I couldn’t ignore it—or the feeling that something terrible was coming once I heard what he had to say.

I stayed quiet. Like it or not, all I could do was wait.

“I just want you to understand that everything we did, we did out of love. We loved you so much, Ian!” he said in a hoarse voice.

“I know, Dad.”

“And it’s because of that love that I’m asking you to forgive us.”

“Whatever it is, consider yourselves forgiven.”

That was the truth. I loved them too much to let petty mistakes get in the way. Parents weren’t infallible. If I ever became a father, I knew I’d screw up with my own kid too.

“Don’t say that. You don’t know why you have to forgive us.” John’s expression was sad.

“No, I don’t.”

The dread inside me grew with every passing second, and I found myself saying: “You don’t have to tell me, Dad. Why dig up old wounds?”

“I could die without saying anything. But you have the right to know... It’s about your past...” His lips twisted with guilt, and I didn’t like that at all.

He took another deep breath, exhaled slowly, and I felt his blue eyes burning into me—so much so that I had to stop myself from squirming in my chair.

“You’re not our biological son, Ian,” he confessed, so low I almost didn’t hear him.

The anguish in my chest dissolved considerably as my brain processed the information. It was a shocking piece of news—it had never crossed my mind that I wasn’t my mother’s child. Since I looked like both of them, no one had ever raised the possibility.

“That doesn’t matter. Not sharing blood doesn’t stop me from being yours and Katriona’s son,” I said quickly, even as questions started sprouting in my mind.

“If the circumstances were different, I’d have to agree with you.”

I frowned.

“I don’t see why they can’t be. You gave me a home, a comfortable life, so much care and love.”

“That’s nothing compared to what we took from you.” John shook his head in a defeated gesture, hammering home his words.

My pulse shot up instantly.

My muscles went rigid.

The fear pooling in my stomach made it churn.

I tried to calm myself. It couldn’t be that bad—it really couldn’t—even if his expression said otherwise.

“Most people would consider it a gift not to have to live in an orphanage,” I said, barely recognizing my own faltering voice.

“You didn’t live in an orphanage, Ian.”

“Or an abusive home...” I tried to hang on to hope.

“I seriously doubt that was the case. You were a calm, healthy boy when we...” He didn’t finish the sentence.

He stared at me again with that guilty look, unleashing a flood of emotions inside me that turned into a ticking time bomb—and it didn’t take long to explode.

“When we... what?” I pressed. Now I needed to know what had happened more than ever.

“When we took you from your family, Ian. We kidnapped you!” he whispered.

I looked at the man who raised me as if seeing him for the first time. And in a way, I was. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t imagine John and Katriona being cruel enough to do something so insane. It had to be a sick joke or a nightmare—it couldn’t be true.

I shook my head frantically.

No! No! No!

I refused to believe it.

Even so, tears started forming in my eyes. My heart felt like it was bleeding.

“What?” I yelled.

“You had a family in Edinburgh, Ian. But we took you from them.”

I kept shaking my head, trying to clear my thoughts. John’s words were tearing me apart.

No. No. No.

I didn’t want to believe it, but when a vague memory surfaced—a little boy, whose face I couldn’t quite recall, playing with me in a park—I felt myself crumble, and not just figuratively.

The tears slid burning down my cheeks, and the pain became even rawer.

How many times had I thought I was crazy when I said I had a little brother, and my parents denied it, telling me it was just a silly kid’s fantasy?

How many times had I shrunk back when they yelled at me for it?

How many times had I wanted to run through the streets looking for that little boy, only to tell myself I had to stop making up stories?

How many times had they dragged me to therapy sessions to forget all my memories—memories that were so vivid?

I tried to remember the “family I had,” but all I got was a thick gray cloud and that one painful fragment of a single memory.

I was swallowed by bitterness and started sobbing uncontrollably, unable to accept the situation.

So many times they had fucked with my head. So many times they had yelled at me, grounded me, sent me to bed without dinner for mentioning I had a brother and other parents. So many times that, to avoid being labeled a problem child and desperate to be loved—to be the perfect son—I let those memories go with help from the therapy. Now all I had left were shadows of my past.

“You’re monsters!” I spat out harshly, jumping to my feet, feeling disgust and rage toward the man I’d been taught to call Dad.

“I know I’m a miserable bastard. But know that I deeply regret what I did, Ian. And I’m sure Katriona does too,” he murmured, his voice heavy with remorse.

“Oh, really?” I sneered.

“Every day, the guilt of taking you from your family consumes me. But I will never regret loving you and having you as my son.”

“You’re sick!”

“You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, son,” he defended himself.

“Don’t call me that!” I shouted.

“Forgive me, please.”

“I... I...” I tried to say something coherent, but I couldn’t.

I shook my head frantically, like the wounded animal I felt like, grinding my teeth so hard I could hear the sound.

I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to forgive him. I didn’t even know if I could look at his face again, now that I knew how cruel John could be.

In that moment, all I felt was revulsion. And that revulsion made me run out of that room without looking back.

An avalanche of questions about my past surged into my mind and seemed to lodge in my throat, forming a knot that choked me. But for now, all I could do was cry. I would cling to the only memory I had—that little boy—though it wouldn’t help me sort out the chaos that had taken root inside me.
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Ian

Edinburgh

I WASN’T ENTIRELY SURE what I was doing in this city. Truth was, I wasn’t sure about anything anymore.

Time hadn’t given me the answers I wanted, and I seriously doubted it ever would.

Every scrap of information I might have gotten about my past had died with the man who raised me, when he started fading even more after our conversation.

I should have asked. I knew he’d have given me everything he knew about who I was. But compassion—and the fear of finding out nothing concrete—and love, the love I still felt for him, outweighed the disgust and the hurt. So I kept my mouth shut.

Despite the monster John had been, I still loved him enough not to force him to waste the little energy he had left on me.

I stayed by his side until his body gave out.

I couldn’t deny, either, that I’d been driven by a thin sliver of hope: that we could deal with it later, once he focused on getting better.

I’d already spent so much time living a life that wasn’t mine. What was a little more waiting to find out who I really was?

Unfortunately, my blind faith that he would recover wasn’t enough.

He was gone.

Today, the pain cut deeper. For the loss of the man and the woman I loved so fiercely. For the little boy who’d haunted my mind in vague shapes since I was a child myself. For the family I once had—no matter how hard I tried to remember, they were nothing but blurs. But the worst pain was losing myself.

I didn’t have a name. Not a real one. I searched through my “parents’” belongings, but found nothing except my birth certificate, which said I was Ian Quinn, son of John and Katriona Quinn. Something I wasn’t. But still I clung to that identity with everything I had, needing something—anything—to keep me sane.

Every moment, like right now, I was reminded that I was a man with a phantom past, living an empty present, facing a future that was nothing but fog and shadow.

Damn.

Finding. I never thought that word would be so hard.

I had to find myself. Find my real family. But I was lost, with no idea where to even begin looking. So I wandered Scotland without a compass.

Moving away from England had made sense. I needed distance from the life I’d been living—even if I could never forget it, and didn’t want to. I knew how precious memories were. But now, I wasn’t so sure.

Eighty thousand square kilometers. Over five million people.

And no information except a vague memory of a little boy. A memory that gave me no clear face, no detail that could help a private detective track him down.

Besides, who could guarantee that the kid playing with me was even my brother? That he lived somewhere in Scotland and not somewhere else in Britain, or Europe, or the world? Worse—who could guarantee he was even still alive?

My chest tightened at the thought, and I prayed to every god I knew that little boy was out there somewhere, even if I never found him. Today, I’d be searching for a grown man, probably with a family of his own by now. That was the only thing I could guess.

Well. I had one other thing to hold onto. The only concrete thing in my life that made me feel like I wasn’t a complete fraud: I was a firefighter. I might never find out who I really was, but running into danger to save people and animals would always be a part of me.

Knowing I’d sink into the melancholy, the despair, the rage, and the pain I felt toward John and Katriona for stealing me from my “family” later—I forced myself to stop thinking and walked into the Crewe Toll Fire Station building, footsteps quick.

I didn’t know how the recruitment process worked for the Scottish fire service, especially for an Englishman, like my documents said I was. But I prayed they’d take me on as a volunteer.

I needed the department to take me. I needed to occupy my mind with something external. Otherwise, I was afraid I’d drown even deeper in my uncertainty—worse than I already was.

I ignored that little voice whispering in my ear, telling me I could fill my body with work and the feeling of helping the community, but it wouldn’t matter. Nothing could save me.

Only the boy in my memory.
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Ailie

“WHY ARE WE HERE, AGAIN?” Jane muttered under her breath.

“Because we both work here,” I said, stating the obvious in a teasing tone, tearing my eyes away from the two lone customers who’d braved the biting cold that day and fixing them on the young woman whose face was turned toward the window.

“Not funny!” She spun toward me with an enormous pout.

“Wasn’t supposed to be.” I shrugged.

Jane stuck her tongue out at me like a child before saying, “Coming to work on days like this should be a crime.”

“I seriously doubt Mrs. McLin would agree with that.”

“The fact that she’s not here says a lot,” she muttered.

“You play with fire too much sometimes, you know that?” I scolded, even though she had a point—when I glanced outside, I saw the sky growing darker by the minute, and it wasn’t even two in the afternoon yet.

“I can’t help it...” she defended herself.

“You’re going to get yourself in trouble.”

“Yeah... but all I want is to be in my bed!” she said with a sigh.

“If you could, you’d live in your bed, Jane,” I joked.

“That’s not true!” She barely stopped herself from yelling at me, but I couldn’t stifle a laugh.

“Every five sentences, three of them are you saying you wish you were sleeping!”

“Of course not!” she continued, still sulking.

“Sure.” I gave her a suspicious look.

Jane was the biggest sleepyhead I’d ever known, maybe even more than little Molly. If Jane could, I wouldn’t doubt she’d hibernate like a bear.

“And what’s wrong with that?” she said, like she’d read my mind. “There’s nothing better than sleeping, especially in this awful weather!”

“I can think of a few better things,” I shot back, regretting it the second the words left my mouth, because Jane’s expression immediately turned sly.

Damn it! She wasn’t going to let that one slide.

“Ailie, you naughty girl!” she said in a playful tone, confirming my theory.

“Jane!” I whispered, turning red instantly.

I glanced at the customers in the café, terrified someone might have overheard her indecent comment, but thankfully they seemed absorbed in their own conversation and their coffees.

“I knew behind that innocent little face there was a slut!”

“Stop it! We’re at work!” I begged, my voice strained.

“You started it!” she taunted.

She let out a little laugh when I shot back, “I wasn’t talking about that!”

“Sure.” Now it was her turn to look skeptical.

I rolled my eyes.

“And you’re right, Ailie—sex is better than sleeping!” she concluded in that mischievous tone.

“Jane!” I gasped, checking again to see if anyone had heard, and felt relieved when I confirmed they hadn’t.

Jane was terrible.

“It’s true! Are you going to tell me it’s not?”

“No!” I protested too quickly, which made her laugh, drawing the attention of one of the customers who looked our way, curious.

By the gods!

I must have been redder than a bell pepper, I was so embarrassed.

“We shouldn’t be talking about this in the café!” I scolded again, elbowing her.

“Okay, Mrs. McLin!” she mocked me, flashing a wicked grin, calling me by our employer’s name.

I clicked my tongue at her, and she laughed again.

I shook my head and, determined to ignore her, looked for something to do. I wasn’t going to waste my time talking nonsense, not at work. But Jane seemed to disagree, because she followed me and kept talking:

“Do you think they’ll come today?”

“How should I know, Jane?” I answered, fully aware of who she meant: the firefighters who frequented the café, since a fire station was two blocks away.

“You’re worse than a horse today!”

Frowning, I stopped staring at the tabletop I was wiping and looked back at her.

“I am not!” I defended myself.

“Yes, you are! You’ve snapped at me like five times in less than an hour!”

“Isn’t that a little dramatic of you?”

“See?” She pouted again.

I took a deep breath, feeling a flicker of impatience with her.

“Sorry if I sounded harsh.”

“You know what I think, Ailie? You need to go out dancing, have some fun.”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from swearing.

“You know I can’t, Jane.”

“Can’t, or won’t?”

I shook my head.

“I’m responsible for a baby now,” I reminded her of that fact.

“That has nothing to do with it. Mothers... women with kids,” she corrected herself, “can have fun too, you know?”

“Yes, I know, but Molly is still too little for me to just go out. She needs me.”

“You leave her at daycare!” she tried to argue.

“It’s different, Jane. I don’t have a choice—I have to work, and I don’t have anyone I can leave her with.”

“You know I can watch her for a few hours, don’t you?” She turned serious.

“Thanks, Jane, but it’s already hard enough leaving her for half the day at the daycare to come to work... the thought of going out without her seems horrible!” I continued in a low voice, trying to manage my emotions.

It might have sounded dramatic and unhealthy—after all, I shouldn’t be so emotionally dependent on a little baby—but it was hard for me not to want to be with her all the time.

Molly was all I had left to remind me of my cousin Rebecca. Not that I could say we’d been best friends lately, because after she met Noah, we drifted apart. Rebecca had become unrecognizable, so irresponsible, but despite the anger I felt toward her for her bizarre behavior after getting involved with that guy, she would always be the girl who took me in during the hardest time of my life.

Aware of my pain, Jane put her hand on my shoulder in a gesture of support.

“I get it, Ailie...” she said, but I really didn’t know if that eighteen-year-old girl truly understood. “You know I admire you, right?”

“You’ve said that a few times.” I forced a smile, trying to hold back the tears already welling in my eyes.

“I don’t know if I could take on that responsibility.”

“In my place, you’d do the same.”

“I doubt it.”

“I don’t,” I said firmly, before teasing her: “You’re a little crazy, but you’ve got a soft heart.”

“I’m not crazy!”

“Are you sure?” I put on a mysterious expression.

We both laughed at the face she made.

“It’d be nice to have some heat in here, don’t you think?”

“I think it’s pretty warm in here.”

“You know I’m not talking about that, Ailie.”

“Do I?”

“Don’t play dumb.”

I raised an eyebrow at her.

“I’m talking about the hunks from the station,” she said slyly.

“Oh!”

“The single ones, of course!” She started fanning herself with her hand. “Just talking about them makes my temperature rise!”

I ended up laughing at her exaggerated performance.

“Whether your temperature is rising, I don’t know, but my customer is waving, and more are coming in,” I said after glancing at the empty café. Without waiting for an answer, I tucked the cloth I’d been using into my back pocket and went to serve the man who was calling me.

The earlier calm gave way to a storm. Soon, the café was filling with customers desperate for a hot drink, demanding that me, Jane, the barista, and the kitchen staff move fast, churning out orders.

It didn’t take long for the group Jane was “most” waiting for to walk through the door, leaving her all flushed and flustered.

I wanted to laugh. Jane might have called me a slut, but she was the one who was a tremendous flirt and a libertine.

Really, the girl had no fear of danger, shamelessly flirting with the guys, and they loved the attention they got. No wonder. With her straight blonde hair, green eyes, and petite frame, Jane was very attractive.

Definitely, the firefighters—and some cops who also showed up here—always fell at her feet... except for one of them.

While I waited for the barista to finish my order, it was automatic to look toward the table where they usually sat, even though maybe he wasn’t on shift that day.

When I spotted the man sitting in the corner, apart from the group, my body seemed to surge with electricity, every cell in me buzzing.

It was an absurd reaction, I knew, but every time I saw that man, I felt strange.

I might not want to party like Jane, but there was no denying he caught my attention. He was handsome and attractive, standing out among the other firefighters, who were also good-looking, but not like him.

Maybe it was the muscular, broad body, the height, or the square jaw that stirred something in me. Or maybe it was the dark green eyes, so deep that every time I looked into them, I felt like I was walking into a forest—not an enchanted one, but one full of storm, a thicket where anyone who dared to enter would end up lost with its owner.

Nonsense! I didn’t believe eyes were windows to the soul. It was impossible to read someone just by looking at them, especially a stranger whose name I only knew because Jane had told me.

When Ian looked in my direction, the air caught in my lungs for a few seconds as another electric current ran through me, making my skin prickle.

I felt like I was taking a step toward ruin.

It was an overblown reaction, and then some, but even more irrational was how I seemed to melt when those well-shaped lips began to curve into a smile that made him even more beautiful.

“Ailie? It’s ready!” I heard the barista’s voice behind me, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

“Sorry,” I said, turning back to the counter.

“If I get a complaint that it’s cold, it’s your fault.”

He gave me a half-ironic look, and feeling embarrassed by the more than fair reprimand, I picked up the tray of coffees.

I set myself in motion and forced myself to focus on my work, avoiding looking at the table where he was sitting as much as possible.

I couldn’t afford to have Mrs. McLin hear a complaint about me. She paid me well, very well above average, which gave me the means to petition for legal custody of Molly.

It had been a hard decision to give up the salary from a forty-hour-a-week job to spend more time with Molly and take care of her the way my heart felt was right. Thankfully, my parents, who were no longer alive, had left me an apartment and some emergency money, but losing my job over something as stupid as staring at a handsome, mysterious man was out of the question.

I had myself and a beautiful little baby to care for.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




Ian

“WHAT ARE YOU GONNA do after shift, mate?” I heard Cameron’s voice, muffled by the noise of the locker room showers, which were pretty damn loud.

“Go home,” I lied.

I scrubbed harder with the soap, trying to fool myself, telling myself I just wanted to get rid of the rotten feeling on my skin after rescuing a dog that had gotten stuck in a filthy well. Luckily, despite the stress, the little animal seemed fine, and the owner had taken him to the vet as soon as I handed him over.

“Seriously?” He sounded surprised.

“Yeah.”

“Thought you’d stop by the café!”

“Why would I do that?”

“You know damn well why, lover boy,” he jeered, bursting into laughter.

Ever since I caught myself smiling like an idiot when I looked at Ailie—the guys had told me her name—they’d been taking the piss, calling me lovesick, which couldn’t have been further from the truth.

Even though she was thin and tall, her uniform shirt didn’t hide her narrow waist, which contrasted with the more pronounced curve of her hips.

Her small breasts were perky, and her ass was round and firm.

It had just been a look—something completely natural. Despite the chaos I was living in, I was still human, and I appreciated beautiful women. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

Her slender, delicate body was undeniably gorgeous, but I wanted to claim that was the only reason I acted like such a fool. I’d stood there for a few moments admiring her heart-shaped face, her fuller lower lip, and her coppery hair, which looked long and made me want to undo the bun holding it just to be sure. But what stole my breath and made my heart race were her green eyes, locking onto mine.

That single look from Ailie offered me a moment of comfort, which I knew was unreal. After all, she was a stranger. I couldn’t claim she had a warmth that reached my soul. And even if I ever got to know her and found out it wasn’t just my mind playing tricks—that she really could offer that much warmth—I’d remember that I was a stranger to myself.

“Your silence says a lot, lover boy,” the idiot joked.

“Is that a confession that you’re in love, Cameron?” I shot back, even though I felt humorless.

It was funny how much I’d changed in such a short time, how John—I couldn’t call him Dad anymore—had killed something inside me. Not that I was the most sociable person in the world; I’d gotten used to the reserved style of the Quinns, who were never party people.

The hell of it was realizing that the old Ian would have laughed along with his coworker.

The battalion had always been my second home, but now I couldn’t manage it.

The guys had welcomed me when I arrived, but I wasn’t being myself with them.

“Of course not!” Cam shot back quickly.

“You’re not the one who goes to the café every day?” I said.

I set the soap back on its holder, knowing the stink I still felt was more my mind messing with me than anything real.

“I like the cappuccino and the potato croquettes there,” he justified. “But we’re not talking about me—we’re talking about you. You should ask Ailie out!”

I shook my head, even though Cam couldn’t see, feeling an uncomfortable pang in my chest at knowing I couldn’t do that. If it were any other circumstance, I probably wouldn’t hesitate to ask her out, even at the risk of being shot down. She was damn hot, and only a crazy person wouldn’t try. But I couldn’t, not right now.

“I should ask her out just so you’ll stop being such a dick,” Cam teased when I stayed quiet.

“What are you waiting for? Afraid of getting rejected?” I felt acid rise in my stomach.

“Of course not!”

“Did she already turn you down?”

“Go fuck yourself!” he grunted, sounding annoyed, which confirmed I’d hit the mark with my guess.

“Already fucked, man—you have no idea how much.” I moved my lips but made no sound.

I braced my arms against the shower tile, dropped my head, and let the hot water soak my hair while I felt like an invisible knife was being shoved into my chest.

Five months. I’d been living in Edinburgh for five months. Five months of sinking into a fruitless search, which was to be expected.

I knew it was a waste of time to keep wandering the streets, staring at every face, thinking I’d find the boy from my memories as if that would help me find my biological parents. But still, day after day, I did the same thing: I searched, I searched...

As the water streamed over my body, I could almost hear a vicious voice whispering, “You’re never going to find them. You’ll never know who you really are.” Feeling shattered, I punched the shower wall hard, and my hand throbbed from the impact.

Even so, the pain from my outburst wasn’t greater than the pain inflicted by the desperation, the loss, the betrayal—feelings that had become my constant companions.

I gasped.

I had to find myself. I had to... even so I could give something of myself to someone, whether friendship or something more. Nobody deserved to be with someone in such a chaotic state.

With one last punch, fighting the feeling that was tearing me apart, I turned off the water and grabbed the towel I’d hung over the door, drying myself quickly.

“You okay, Ian?” Cameron asked when I came out of the stall I’d been using.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I muttered, and without looking at the blond man, I walked over to my locker to grab my clothes.

“Doesn’t seem like it.”

“Just tired. It was one hell of a shift,” I lied with a shrug, starting to put on my underwear and pants.

“You’re too soft, Lieutenant!”

I turned to him, raising an eyebrow.

“Well, what do you expect from an Englishman?” he jeered, alluding to the period when England colonized Scotland, which resulted not only in violent conflict but also in a massacre of Scottish culture.

I opened and closed my mouth to retort, arguing that I could be just as Scottish as he was, but I didn’t want to open the door to questions—not when I had no answers.

Cameron laughed, but the laugh died when a siren went off.

“What the fuck!”

I cursed too. There were less than two hours left in our shift, which—contrary to what Cameron had said—had been exhausting. Still, fatigue and melancholy were immediately replaced by the adrenaline of the call.

Since staying calm and rational was essential, I quickly pulled myself together, setting my turbulent emotions aside and focusing on my job.

I finished getting dressed and put on my boots. In less than ninety seconds, after grabbing our protective gear, Cameron and I were in the vehicle that would take us to the scene where a car had crashed into a wall and, according to the report, had someone trapped in the wreckage.

It took just over six minutes to get there, and led by Archie, the fire chief who had accepted me into the battalion, it took less than a minute for us to start mobilizing. There were countless necessary procedures to ensure everyone’s safety—closing off the perimeter for security, organizing the site and the materials we’d need, confirming the number of victims, and ruling out any fuel leak that could endanger not just the man in the accident but us as well.

“Don’t move, please, sir. I’m firefighter Daniel Wash, and we’re here to help you, but for that, I need you to follow my instructions.” The team’s paramedic started talking to the person trapped in the vehicle, while another firefighter tried to find an access point to the car’s interior to immobilize the man’s neck.

I didn’t pay attention to the groggy response, since I was checking for any fuel leaks, but I kept an ear on Daniel, who was updating the victim’s condition, in case I needed to provide immediate support.

For some unknown reason—since this wasn’t the first accident of its kind I’d worked—my ability to stay calm seemed to weaken. My heart rate was way too fast, a thin layer of sweat forming on my skin. I felt more anxious than ever. Shit! I had to stop that and focus on the rescue. What was happening to me?

“Looks like the victim’s legs are trapped under the dashboard,” Cam said a few minutes later, when we started thinking about the best strategy to get the man out of the vehicle.

“Confirm that, Daniel?” the commander asked.

“Yes. I asked, and he confirmed he can’t move his legs.”

“It’ll be easier to use a spreader to push the dashboard back and free him. Go get it,” Commander Archie ordered.

“Yes, sir!”

Cam and I went to grab the tools we’d need to remove the door, which had been rendered useless by the frontal impact: a punch to break the glass, a hydraulic cutting tool, a spreader to widen the passage, and our gloves.

We started working on removing the side door before taking out the dashboard, verbalizing the procedures we were doing out loud, amid the voices of Daniel and the commander, who were giving additional instructions. It didn’t take long. After removing the window glass with the punch, I handled the hydraulic tool to cut through the car’s metal frame and finally open up some space.

Removing the dashboard that was pinning the man’s legs should have taken just a few minutes, but my entire sense of time—something essential in rescues, since every minute mattered—seemed to evaporate when, as I helped move the victim to place him on the backboard, I looked at the face of the man who’d been in the accident.

My heart raced—so much that I swore I could hear every beat, even without a stethoscope—and my legs went unsteady.

I blinked once, twice, afraid my eyes were playing tricks on me.

Even with blood smeared across the man’s face, his features were very familiar. Very. I saw something pretty similar every day of my life when I looked in the mirror.

I blinked again, but the face so much like mine didn’t disappear.

A chill ran down my spine, and my mouth went dry.

He...

He was...

“Ian? You hearing me?” Daniel’s voice pulled me out of my daze, and I looked at the paramedic, only then realizing I’d frozen.

“Yeah, sorry,” my voice came out hoarse.

“Switch places with me,” he ordered.

I nodded and did what he asked.

I tried to focus on the victim, not on my conflicting feelings, but several questions wanted to burst from my lips, because I felt an immediate hope that I’d found a light at the end of my tunnel. But it wasn’t the time, and certainly not the place.

That man still needed us, and I wouldn’t forgive myself if my behavior put his life at risk.

I followed Daniel’s commands and those of the other team members until the victim was stabilized on the backboard and carefully removed to avoid causing any further injury, finally freed from the car.

As I watched the man being taken to the ambulance, my feelings—held in check until then by the urgency of the moment—exploded inside me.

The voices and sounds around me seemed to stop. There was only the noise of my heartbeat, which picked up again.

The countless questions I’d managed to silence until now surged with full force, and I couldn’t contain them, letting them erupt.

Could that man, who looked so much like me, tell me who I was?

Was he the boy from my memories? Could he be a relative of mine?

My legs gave way, and I thought I’d hit the ground, I felt so unstable.

Could that man be my brother, or maybe a cousin?

Hope spread through every limb, leaving me in a kind of euphoric lethargy as I saw a light at the bottom of the well where I’d been trapped—a well that had seemed darker and darker, its walls closing in on me.

Paralyzed, hostage to that feeling, I kept staring at the man who was now being transferred to a stretcher by the paramedics. He could be a relative of mine!

When they loaded him into the ambulance, I had to fight myself not to run over to the person who seemed to hold all the answers to my questions.

I forced myself to stay still. I had to be sensible. The guy had just been in an accident; he was confused. What could he tell me under those circumstances? Nothing.

It was that very moment of sense that crushed the hope I felt with a precise blow, leaving fear in its place.

Warmth turned to cold, and the light I’d seen grew even more distant.

What if it was just a trick of fate? A mistake? The resemblance between us meant nothing.

How many people looked alike without having a blood tie? Plenty. The world was huge.

I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat.

I saw the ambulance doors close, and soon the vehicle, siren blaring, passed through the security perimeter, driving away, leaving me with my fears and my turmoil.

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Ian

MY STOMACH WAS DOING somersaults. The palms of my hands were slick with a kind of anxiety I’d never felt before. My eyelids were heavy, weighted down by a night I’d spent without a wink of sleep, the face of the man who called himself Grant haunting me.

I wasn’t surprised the accident had been all over the news, but I couldn’t deny the shock of finding out he wasn’t just some ordinary guy. He was Grant McCormack, the millionaire. A successful CEO, partner in a pension fund management firm, and owner of a dozen other ventures.

I felt myself hesitate when I pressed the button for the elevator, questioning what the hell I was even doing at that hospital.

Despite the endless questions Commander Archie had thrown at me about why I was so interested in the victim, I’d managed to squeeze the information out of him—where the man had been taken. And it hadn’t been hard to get past reception and into the restricted area once I flashed my fire department credentials. The hard part was dealing with the fear and the uncertainty that the prospect of seeing him churned up inside me.

A powerful man like him would probably find my questions strange. It wouldn’t surprise me if Mr. McCormack ended up having his security team—and the hospital’s—kick me out of the room. After all, what I was about to ask him was insane. But I had to take the risk.

My gut told me that if I didn’t at least try, I wouldn’t get a moment’s rest. And I’d be throwing away a chance to find my biological parents.

That urgent need was what made me take that step forward, step into the metal box, and press the button for the floor where Mr. McCormack’s room was.

The “what ifs” bombarded my mind, making the fear sharper, more crushing. I didn’t want to let hope take over—the hope that my search was finally coming to an end. But it was stronger than me. Or maybe it was just the desperate need to uncover my own story that was driving me.

The moment the elevator stopped, I took a deep breath and walked quickly toward the suite where he was staying.

I stopped in front of the door, noticing there wasn’t a private security guard posted outside. For as exclusive as this hospital was, wouldn’t a man disgustingly rich enough to have his own security detail have one?

“Does it matter?” I muttered.

No. It didn’t.

Quit wasting time. I knocked to announce myself. No answer. I brought my sweaty hand to the handle and turned it slowly.

I cracked the door open just enough for Mr. McCormack to see me and me to see him.

When his eyes—head bandaged, leg in a cast—landed on me, I saw the surprise flicker across his face. I felt myself holding my breath, blood racing through my veins.

Without a doubt, Mr. McCormack had to be some kind of relative. He looked a hell of a lot like me. Older, definitely, but there was no mistaking it—we looked way too similar.

Fuck. I prayed to every god I knew that he was.

“I didn’t know you had a relative who looked this much like you, Grant,” said a voice from somewhere in the room. I glanced at the other guy briefly, then looked back at Mr. McCormack.

“I don’t...” His voice came out shaky. As shaky as I felt.

“No?” The other guy sounded surprised.

“No.”

“Jesus Christ!” the guy exclaimed. “Is he...?”

A shiver ran down my spine. A deep, aching need to ask him who I was flooded through me.

“I don’t know...” the CEO answered, and it hit me like a series of electric shocks. Hope was winning over caution.

“I’m going to go get myself a coffee,” the other man said. He got up fast and walked toward me.

Without a word, he slipped past me, leaving me alone with the CEO.

“Can I come in, sir?” I asked, fully aware I was making an idiot of myself standing there frozen.

“Yes.”

I closed the door behind me and walked toward the hospital bed where he was lying, every step heavy with tension.

I stopped in front of him. Up close, the similarities between us—even with the bruises and cuts—seemed even more absurd.

Mr. McCormack looked me in the eye. A dozen emotions crossed his face, but I couldn’t read a single one of them. I felt uncomfortable standing there, uncomfortable with the questions I was about to ask.

“I’m glad you’re okay, sir.” I looked away, shoving my hands into the pockets of my jeans.

“I have to thank you for saving me.” He sounded cautious. I think I knew why. I was a stranger who looked like him.

“Just doing my job, si—”

“Grant. Just call me Grant, Duncan...” He cut me off, and for a second I got stuck on the name he’d used. Duncan. Could my name be Duncan?

“Ian,” I said, when he seemed to be waiting for me to say something.

“Sorry,” he said, his voice rough. Or at least that’s how it sounded.

I shook my head.

“You know what’s weird, Grant?”

“What?”

“My name is Ian. I was registered as Ian,” I whispered, trying to get at why I was really there.

“What’s the problem with that?” He frowned.

“I don’t actually know if my name is Ian.” Well, part of me knew it wasn’t, even though I was Ian. Fuck. It was confusing.

“No?”

“No.” My lips twisted bitterly. The resentment over what John and Katriona had done to me rose up, hard and sharp, casting shadows across my chest.

“So... why are you here, Ian? I don’t think first responders usually visit the victims they help.”

“Firefighter. I’m a firefighter, Grant.”

“Is there a difference?”

“Yeah, there is. Everyone’s important, obviously, but there’s the whole danger factor and all that,” I said, trying to joke, to ease the tension I was feeling.

“If you say so.” A slight smile flickered across his face, but then he turned serious again. “Why did you come to see me?”

“Kind of obvious, isn’t it? The resemblance...” I shrugged, feeling my sore muscles pull, and didn’t hold back the provocation: “Even though I’m way better-looking than you.”

Grant laughed, then winced in pain.

“There are a lot of people in the world who look alike, Ian. It could just be a coincidence.” It was true, but hearing him say those words hurt like hell. The hope I’d been feeling started to die inside me.

“Maybe it’s just a coincidence. But I had to try to find out if we’re related,” I muttered.

“Try?”

I stared at him before whispering, “I’m looking for my past. It might sound crazy, but I want to know who I am.”

“You’re a firefighter, aren’t you?”

“That’s the only thing I’m sure of, Grant. And it’s not enough anymore. What’s my real age? What’s my real name? I don’t know any of it. I found out the man who raised me wasn’t my biological father. He confessed he took me from a family... he kidnapped me.”

Pain. Grief. Rage. That was the triad slicing into me with full force, cutting into my flesh, my soul, tearing me apart even more because I still loved the people who raised me as their son, even after what they’d done.

I kept going when Grant stayed silent:

“He confessed on his deathbed that he made me think I was crazy. Sent me to therapy whenever I said I had a father, a mother, and a brother. Told everyone it was just the fantasies of a foolish child. I’m not fucking crazy!”

When he didn’t answer, the silence seemed to drag me deeper into despair, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“I need to find my past, Grant. I need to find the boy in my memories. The little kid I used to play with.”

“Just like I need to find the brother I lost,” he whispered.

I froze. Hope came roaring back.

Could he be that little kid?

“You’re looking for someone too?”

“My whole life, I’ve been looking for my brother.” His pain was so raw that I was stunned. I couldn’t say a single word. I just stood there watching him.

“I never stopped looking for you, Duncan,” he went on, and the way he said it—like he was certain I was his brother—made me tremble. “Every second of my life, I searched for you. Everything I built, every cent I have, it was all to try to find you.”

“Is my name Duncan?” I asked, afraid I was dreaming.

“I believe so. But we’ll do a DNA test to be sure.” He was cautious again. That pulled me back down to earth. Or maybe he was trying to keep himself from getting his hopes up.

“I...”

“I’m almost certain you’re my brother, Duncan.” He smiled, and I saw tears running down his cheeks. He looked really emotional. “Coincidences happen, but that many? I don’t believe this is just a passing physical resemblance.”

“And what if it is, Grant? It’s strange to find the people we’re looking for under circumstances like these.” I tried to be rational.

“Destiny, maybe?”

I shook my head. I wasn’t so sure.

“But if the test shows we aren’t brothers, we’ll keep searching together. I’ll use all my resources to help you.”

“You don’t have to help me,” I shot back.

I kept to myself that I seriously doubted money would help in this kind of situation. I might not have his millions, but I was doing okay financially. And I knew from experience that without information—without a starting point—it was impossible to find anything.

“I don’t have to, but I know what it’s like to love a brother and not have him by my side.”

“I understand.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Do you love him that much? Duncan.”

“I’d give up everything I have. I’d give my life for him. Finding him would make me whole.”

“I don’t know how to describe what I’m feeling.” I paused, trying to suppress the pang I felt at how much he loved his brother. “I’m scared. Scared that I am the Duncan you’re looking for. Scared that I’m not. Scared of the answers I’ll get to all my questions if I am.”

“I can’t judge you. I know where I came from. I know what I lost. I know what I’m looking for. But you don’t know anything about your story.”

I nodded, swallowing the bitterness that was growing sharper.

“Do you have any memories? Of your parents? Your brother?” he asked, breaking the silence.

“A few. I remember playing ball. Running around with a little boy who was older than me. The man who raised me made me believe it was all a kid’s fantasy—that I thought I had another family. I did everything I could to suppress those thoughts. I didn’t want to be considered insane,” I admitted.

“I understand.”

“How did Duncan get lost?” I asked suddenly.

“Playing hide-and-seek at a fair. We thought he’d found a good hiding spot. Until we couldn’t find him anywhere. We never saw him again. We don’t know what happened.”

“That’s cruel,” I said.

The rage at what John and Katriona had done to me only grew when I heard that. Had they kidnapped me themselves? Or paid someone to do it? I’d never get an answer.

“Very.”

“And your parents? Are they alive? Still looking for their son?” Hope flickered inside me. If it were me, I’d never stop searching for a child. I’d die trying.

Grant seemed uncomfortable with the question.

“They’re alive. They decided to move on with their lives. Started new families. But I can’t say more than that. I’ve lost contact with them.”

I didn’t know them. I didn’t remember their faces. But it hurt to hear that—even though I still wasn’t sure I was their son. I felt betrayed twice over. By my biological parents. And by the parents who raised me.

“It’s normal to move on, right?” I tried to find an excuse, telling myself maybe he was exaggerating.

“Maybe. But I’m not the best person in the world to answer that. For a long time, my whole life was about the search...”

“And now?” I was curious about his tone.

“Fate gave me a family. I have two beautiful kids and a woman who understands me. Who understands my pain, the reason for my relentless search. She didn’t let me fall when I thought about giving up...”

“I’m happy for you. Actually, I envy you.”

“Really?”

“For not being alone...” I admitted out loud. I’d always wanted a family, kids, a girl who loved me. But now... that dream felt further away than ever.

“You’re not alone anymore, Dun... Ian...”

I shook my head again, forcing myself to stay rational. Even if Grant seemed like a decent guy, offering to help, I knew I couldn’t accept it. I couldn’t let myself become his friend.

“How long have you been looking for your brother—I mean, your family?” he asked.

“Five months. Since I moved here.”

“That’s recent.”

“Very. How are we going to do this? The DNA test, I mean.”

“Whenever you’re ready, we can do it,” he suggested.

“When you’ve recovered from this scare.”

I was being sensible. Or a coward. I wanted the test. But I was terrified of a negative result.

“That’s not a problem.”

“You’re in a hospital, man. You can barely move.”

“That’s not an obstacle to doing the test, Ian.”

“I forgot you’re not exactly a regular citizen.” I tried to joke.

“I’m regular.”

“There’s nothing regular about you.”

“Well... maybe a little extravagant.”

I laughed, because he seemed exactly that. Grant laughed too.

“I need time,” I confessed.

Time not just to absorb everything, but to deal with the possibility that the result wouldn’t be what my heart was desperate for.

“That’s fine.”

“Well, I guess that’s it. Visiting hours are almost over.”

“You should know visiting hours aren’t a problem for me, kid,” he teased.
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