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      Mournful sounds of the viola caress my ears. I look up from the book in my lap and gaze around the music room. Opulence and beauty, old-world Russia, an era long forgotten is not forgotten here.

      Igor Dolinsky stands in the corner with his eyes closed as he plucks the strings of the instrument. Somber, sweet notes glide toward me, and I sigh.

      Dolinsky stops and opens his eyes. He smiles.

      “My queen,” he greets in Russian.

      “My king,” I reply in the same tongue.

      He sets his viola aside and comes to me, kneeling before me. I run my hands through his hair, my thumbs stroking down his high Slavic cheekbones.

      “Did I not promise you the world?” he asks, resting his head in my lap.

      “You did.”

      “You have power, respect, and loyalty.”

      “It’s easy to rule when I have a man like you at my side.”

      He lifts his head and grins. I lean over and place my mouth on his. I pull back so I can stare into his brown eyes.

      “You have given me more than I ever thought possible,” I say.

      “You are beautiful,” he murmurs.

      He grasps my hands and brings me to my feet before taking a step back. His eyes suddenly widen in surprise and pain. He runs his palms down his chest, and they come away red, stained with blood.

      He falls to his knees, begging me to save him.

      But I don’t. Because I’m the one who killed him.

      As he lies still at my feet, I step over him and walk out of the music room and into the hallway. I catch a glimpse of my reflection in a long mirror. My cheeks are splattered with red blots. It reminds me of ink. I scrub at my face, but the blood remains.

      My skin is stained by Dolinsky’s death. Just like my conscience.
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      I started, waking from the dream. Deeply unsettled, I took a breath, hoping to quell the nausea and fear coiling through me. I placed a hand on my chest. The rapid thump, thump, thump, of my heart hammered against my palm.

      My husband reached over and touched my arm. “Barrett,” he whispered, his voice thick with sleep and his natural husky timbre.

      His Scottish brogue slid over my skin, cooling the tremors of anxiety that still pulsed through me.

      I awkwardly shifted my bulk closer but didn’t roll into him. My large belly wouldn’t allow it. Intimacy was difficult to configure due to my late stage of pregnancy. Thankfully, Flynn was enthusiastic and imaginative. But at the moment, I wasn’t looking for that kind of comfort.

      He sat up, moonlight painting his bare chest. His blue eyes appeared black, but if there had been light, I’d see bright cobalt that was as unusual as the man I had married.

      “You had another dream,” he stated.

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      Flynn and I had no secrets. We had once, but we quickly learned it had been no way to live, no way to love. Secrets had the power to undo us.

      “Dolinsky? Or Vlad?”

      I dreamt frequently of the men I had killed. Most of the time, I found a way to live with their deaths. Dolinsky had kidnapped me. Vlad had tried to strangle me. Both of them had lusted for me. It had been their ultimate undoing.

      Dolinsky had wanted my love. He’d done everything he could—seducing me with power, isolating me yet treating me like a queen. He’d almost succeeded, and that thought was more unsettling than any nightmare.

      “I’m going to get a drink of water,” I said, not replying to Flynn’s question and attempting to maneuver my bulk to the edge of the bed. I hadn’t seen my ankles in weeks, my back was in knots, and the baby was resting on my bladder and refusing to move.

      “Want me to get it for you?” Flynn asked, throwing the covers off, ready to jump out of bed.

      I smiled at him over my shoulder, enjoying the sight of Flynn’s bare thighs in the moonlight. “No, love. Thank you.”

      Finally managing to get to my feet, I left the bedroom and walked into the hallway. The old wood floors squeaked as I made my way to the staircase. I held on to the ornate wood banister and carefully took the stairs. It was easy to lose my balance now that I resembled a hippo and weighed nearly as much.

      Six months ago, Flynn and I had bought an apartment in Manhattan, only to come to the conclusion that we wanted to be in Scotland. Well, Flynn wanted to be in Scotland. Though he hadn’t spent any great amount of time in the land of his birth since the death of his parents when he was a teen, he suddenly decided he wanted to raise our family in Dornoch, close to Malcolm Buchanan. Flynn’s surrogate father was the leader of the SINS, an organization determined to free Scotland from English rule.

      We’d bought a house—a small castle—on one thousand acres of land. There was an airstrip ten minutes from our home, a necessity since Flynn needed to be able to fly to New York at a moment’s notice.

      Though the castle had been restored and modernized years ago, we’d made a few of our own improvements. We’d gutted the kitchen and expanded it. If I was at the stove, I could glance out the large window, which took up the entire wall, and have an unencumbered view of Dornoch Firth and the rocky outcrop.

      I stood in front of the large windows and watched a thunderstorm mercilessly unleash itself. It was still dark out, but that didn’t mean much in Scotland. It was usually murky, dreary, and rainy. But it was a solemn, harsh beauty, and I loved it.

      Before I’d met Flynn, I’d been a research assistant in the history department at Columbia—my specialty was Scottish history. Long before Flynn, Scotland had held a special place in my heart. Flynn solidified it.

      I put a hand to my belly. My child would be Scottish—not just in birth but in culture, too.

      Flynn’s soft footsteps filled the kitchen. A moment later, he wrapped himself around me from behind. Brushing aside my auburn hair, he placed a kiss on my shoulder and pressed his face to my neck.

      “You should sit, hen,” he said, leading me to a chair.

      I threw him a distracted smile as I took a seat. He sat across from me and tapped his lap. I lifted my leg. His large hands went to my ankle, and he began to massage my swollen, aching flesh.

      I moaned in pleasure, knowing it sounded sensual.

      Flynn’s eyes darkened with desire as he stared at me. “You’re beautiful,” he murmured, head bent as he focused on his work.

      I snorted. “No.”

      “Aye,” he countered with a light squeeze. “You’re carrying my son. Nothing more beautiful than that.”

      “Your son is sitting on my bladder,” I complained. “Wants what he wants when he wants it. Just like someone else I know.”

      Flynn laughed. “Not much longer now. Just a few more weeks.” He patted my ankle. I set my foot back on the ground and lifted the other one for him to rub.

      “I’m ready for him to be here,” I said. “I’m ready for the pregnant part to be over.” I was uncomfortable and desperate for my body to be returned to me.

      His face screwed up in a picture of worry. “Are you happy, hen?”

      My lips softened, and I tried to lean forward so I could stroke his face. Unfortunately, my large belly got in the way. My flexibility wasn’t what it used to be either.

      “Of course I’m happy. You can’t tell?”

      “I just want to make sure—that you’re living a life you want and not mine.”

      “Our lives are tied together, aren’t they?” I asked.

      “Aye.”

      “Flynn,” I began. “I didn’t think I wanted this, but I do. I want you. Your child. My place is with you.”

      “Is this going to be enough for you? You’re intelligent and you loved your job. I—I took all that away from you.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Did you? You didn’t hold a gun to my head when you asked me to come work for you in your club. I did that because I wanted to help you.”

      “And to sever ties with your brother,” he pointed out.

      I hated talking about Andrew. I hated thinking about Andrew. We were related by blood, but I no longer considered him family.

      “I could’ve gone back to work at Columbia,” I said, moving past discussion of Andrew. “I even talked about it with you, remember? But things change. I changed.”

      Because of Dolinsky. Because of Vlad. Because of circumstances I never thought I’d have to live through, but I was here with Flynn because I wanted to be.

      I looked down at my left ring finger; Dolinsky had broken it. It had healed, but sometimes it would twinge, reminding me that what I’d lived through was still with me—with us—even if it wasn’t always obvious.

      “Look at me,” I said to Flynn. He lifted his blue gaze to mine, and the intensity of it stole the air from my lungs. “We’re both here. Now. Let’s live for now.”

      He nodded slowly, and all vulnerability he’d unveiled disappeared. Back was the persona I was familiar with—wealthy hotel mogul and high-ranking member of the SINS.

      “Let’s go back to bed,” I suggested.

      He stood up. Taking my hand, he led me back toward the stairs. “How about Angus?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Balfour?”

      “Flynn, why do you hate our child?”

      He let out a chuckle. “Cameron.”

      “Cameron Campbell? No alliteration.”

      “Flynn, Jr.”

      I groaned in dismay. “We’re never going to agree on a name.”

      We entered the bedroom, and I went to my side of the bed, gazing longingly at my pillow, wondering if I’d be able to fall back asleep. Though the uneasiness of the dream had faded, I worried my sleep would still be restless.

      Flynn got into bed next to me. “Glen, Hamish, Lachlan⁠—”

      “I like Lachlan.”

      “You do?” he asked eagerly.

      I grinned. “No. Not really.”

      It was his turn to groan. “Go to sleep, woman. You’re driving me insane.”

      “You like it,” I said with a sigh as his lips kissed me goodnight.

      “Aye,” he agreed. “I like it a lot.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next evening, we went to dinner at Malcolm’s house. He lived only ten minutes away from us but farther from the town of Dornoch. I lovingly called his old castle The Hermitage. It was drafty, the hearths were large enough for a grown man to stand in, and he had hounds. Three of them.

      Zeus and Hera rushed to greet us the moment we walked through the door. Zeus pressed himself to my leg and then slumped down in a huff as if his belly was too big to hold up. Hera eagerly nudged Flynn for affection. Her brown ears twitched when he gave her a scratching.

      “Give her a pat for me,” I said with a grin. “I can’t bend down.”

      Cronus, Zeus and Hera’s father, ambled on arthritic legs toward us. He was old and blind, almost completely deaf, but he sniffed the air, and I swore a dog smile appeared on his saggy jowls.

      Malcolm got up from his brown leather-backed chair by the fire, clutching a glass of scotch. “Hera’s pregnant.”

      “Not with her brother’s litter I hope,” I said with a kiss to Malcolm’s weathered, whiskered cheek.

      Malcolm laughed. “No. But that would be just like the Greeks.” Malcolm and Flynn embraced and when Malcolm pulled back, he slapped Flynn on the back. “I bred her with a neighbor’s hound up the road.”

      “What neighbor might that be?” Flynn asked slyly.

      “Mrs. MacDonald.” A bright, energetic smile painted Malcolm’s face, making him look ten years younger.

      “You’re kidding, right?” I asked.

      “What? She’s a widow,” Flynn explained.

      “Not that. Doesn’t Mrs. MacDonald have a farm?”

      Flynn and Malcolm exchanged a confused glance. “Aye, so?” Flynn asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “‘Old MacDonald had a farm’? Ring any bells?”

      Malcolm frowned. “She’s not old. Well, she’s middle-aged, but she’s a bonnie woman.”

      “My humor is lost on the Scots,” I said with a rueful shake of my head.

      Malcolm snapped into host mode. “Scotch?” he asked Flynn.

      “Please,” Flynn replied.

      “And for you, Barrett?”

      “Sparkling water.”

      “I tell you, lass,” Malcolm said, moving toward the bar in the corner of the sitting room, “I can’t wait for you to be able to drink scotch with me again.”

      I settled on the couch closer to the heat of the fire. Zeus had followed me and plopped down at my feet, and I was finally able to give him a good rubbing. “You and me both,” I said.

      Flynn sat next to me, and Malcolm brought us our drinks before retaking his seat in the high-backed leather chair. The flames of the fire flickered shadows across Malcolm’s face, making him appear demonic. Though I knew better. He was gruff, but underneath he was a marshmallow. With me, anyway.

      I took a moment to admire the splendor of the room. The first time I’d been to Malcolm’s home, I’d gaped. Thick fur rugs covered the wood floors, paintings hung on the walls, and the rooms were elegantly furnished. I saw where Flynn had learned to enjoy the finer things in life. From a young age, he’d been surrounded by luxury.

      “Do you want one?” Malcolm asked.

      “One what?” I asked, realizing I hadn’t heard a word of Flynn and Malcolm’s conversation.

      “One of Hera’s puppies,” Malcolm said with a smile.

      “A new baby and a new puppy? At the same time?” I gaped. “Are you kidding?”

      “Well, to be fair, Hera’s puppy will be house trained a lot faster,” Malcolm pointed out.

      Cronus waddled over to the dog bed in front of the fire and promptly fell asleep. A rattling noise began to emanate from the aging hound. I looked at Flynn and teased, “He snores just like you do!”

      Flynn shook his head. “I don’t snore.”

      I rolled my eyes and smiled at Malcolm. “Yes, he does.”

      “Too bad about Ash and Duncan,” Flynn interjected so we would have to discuss something else.

      “They couldn’t get out of it,” I said.

      “I know they had to have dinner with Ash’s parents tonight, but they would’ve had more fun with us.”

      “Well, we are a laugh. I mean, if I’m awake past nine p.m., it’s almost like I’m the life of the party,” I quipped.

      “Would you want to spend a night with Ash’s parents?” he pressed.

      “Yeah, okay. I get your point.”

      Ash’s parents were cold bluebloods from old money. Any deep, lasting emotion they might’ve felt for each other at one point was gone. They’d stayed together but lived completely separate lives, except when their children were involved.

      “Ash’s brother is a decent fellow,” Malcolm said.

      Flynn glared. “He’s in love with Barrett.”

      “No, he’s not,” I protested.

      “Delusional.”

      “Oh, please. Jack looks out for me like he would a sister. And he’s kept his distance.”

      “It’s easy to keep his distance when there’s an ocean between the two of you.”

      “You’re exasperating,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

      “Thank you.” He grinned boyishly.

      Malcolm huffed out a laugh and rose from his seat. “Let’s eat. Barrett, if you accidentally stab Flynn with a butter knife, I won’t say anything.” He came over and helped me up from the confines of his very plush, comfortable couch.

      “I won’t stab him with a butter knife,” I assured.

      “No?” Flynn asked in disbelief as he stood.

      “No,” I said with a wide smile. “I’ll use a fork.”
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      “Barrett, if you don’t hurry up we’re going to be late,” Flynn called from downstairs.

      “I’m growing a person!” I yelled back, knowing that would shut Flynn up and buy me five more minutes.

      “We have an hour drive to Inverness. Your best friend will never forgive you if you’re late!”

      “Ash has forgiven me a lot. Now stop distracting me!”

      With a sigh, I turned back to the full-length mirror. My auburn hair, glossier than ever due to the surge of pregnancy hormones, was pulled back into a messy, teased bun. My dress was black and long-sleeved, but it dipped low in the front, showing a good amount of cleavage. That, too, had gotten better with pregnancy. At my ears were the large diamond solitaires that Flynn had given me on our wedding day.

      I thought back to that moment a little over a year ago. He’d married me to protect me from the FBI. They’d been determined to take him down and would’ve used me to testify against him. Flynn and I had married because I needed protection, but we’d stayed together because of love.

      Life was bizarre.

      “Three minutes, or I’m coming up there and carrying you down the stairs!” Flynn impatiently shouted. “And you know I can.”

      “Might be worth it.”

      I swore I could hear him muttering under his breath. After smiling at my reflection, I grabbed my small black clutch and headed downstairs. Flynn was checking his pockets, making sure he had all his belongings.

      “Don’t forget your speech,” I said, descending the staircase, my hand on the rail.

      “I don’t need—” He looked up and lost his train of thought, his eyes dipping to the swell of my breasts, the creaminess of my skin.

      I hit the last step and then came toward him. I grabbed the lapels of his dress coat. “What don’t you need?” I whispered.

      His head dipped slowly. “My speech.” His mouth covered mine as his hands stole across my back, trying to bring me closer. Our tongues dueled and tangled, and a coil of lust unfurled in my stomach.

      Flynn tore his lips away and pressed his forehead to mine. “Damn, woman. Are you trying to make it so we’ll miss Ash and Duncan’s rehearsal dinner?”

      I grinned wickedly. “We could be naked right now.”

      He groaned when my hand skated down his body, reaching for his fly. His hand locked around my wrist. “You don’t play fair, do you?”

      “You want to talk about playing fair? You own a kilt!”

      “I’ll be wearing it tomorrow at the wedding, so you better make use of it.”

      “Oh, I will,” I promised. I grabbed my coat that hung on the stand, and with Flynn’s help, somehow got into it.

      “We can always leave early tonight—blame it on pregnancy exhaustion,” Flynn said, holding the front door open for me. Thankfully the rain had abated, and we made it to the car without getting doused, but I never left the house without an umbrella.

      Our driver opened the car door for us, and I climbed inside the Rolls. Flynn went around the other side, not bothering to ask if I could scoot over. When we were on our way, I said, “They’ll know.”

      “What’s that, hen?” Flynn asked distractedly.

      “They’ll know why we’re leaving early,” I explained. “I might have told Ash that I can barely control myself due to the influx of hormones.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Flynn said. “I like that you can’t keep your hands to yourself. It’s like you’re tipsy all the time.”

      I grinned and grasped his hand. “At least I haven’t completely tired you out.”

      “Yet. You can try later tonight if you want.”

      “Oh, I plan on leaving you exhausted and wearing nothing but a smile.”

      He chuckled and then turned to look out the window of the car. The Highlands passed by in rolling hills and craggy mountains. I settled in for the hour drive to Inverness, resting my hands on the swell of my belly.

      “I can’t believe my best friend is marrying your surrogate brother,” I said. “Then again I can’t believe Ash is really getting married.”

      “Because the last time she was engaged ended badly?”

      “Exactly.” Not too long ago Ash had been engaged and then entered into a torrid love affair with her fiancé’s father. It had all come crashing down around her, and I thought for sure she’d swear off marriage forever. “Is Duncan worried about it? That she was engaged before?”

      “No, he’s not worried.”

      I bit my lip. Flynn knew Ash had been engaged before, but he didn’t know why it had ended. It wasn’t my story to share. Duncan knew about Ash’s past, and it was between them.

      “Ash needed a strong-willed man because she’s a strong-willed woman. From what I’ve heard of her other fiancé, he didn’t challenge her or excite her.”

      “He was nice.”

      “Nice is not enough for women like you and Ash.”

      “Women like us?” I glanced at him and smirked in amusement.

      “Aye.” Flynn grinned. “You’re both intelligent and you know your own minds. You don’t respect men you can push around. Ash can’t push Duncan around and you can’t⁠—”

      “Careful,” I warned with a teasing glint. “I don’t push you around, but I do know how to gently coerce you.”

      “Maybe I let you coerce me,” he shot back with a smug smile.

      “Maybe we coerce each other,” I said with a shake of my head. “I really can’t believe it, though. I was sure when Duncan popped the question a few months ago, they’d be engaged at least a year so she’d have time to plan the wedding. But it all came together so fast and her parents are overjoyed.”

      “I can’t believe she agreed to live in Scotland. She didn’t even put up a fight about it,” Flynn said.

      “Ash always liked the idea of being an ex-patriot. And it’s not as though Duncan could move to New York,” I pointed out.

      “His heart his here.”

      By heart he meant the SINS. As Malcolm’s oldest son, Duncan was due to inherit the title of leader when Malcolm stepped down. “The cause comes first,” I murmured.

      Flynn squeezed my hand but said nothing. I hadn’t really known what I was getting into when I’d learned about Flynn’s affiliations. I had been able to reconcile it when I thought our life wouldn’t have included children. But that had changed. I didn’t walk away when I found out I was pregnant, but realizing my children would grow up in this world, weaned on the cause for a free Scotland, was something else entirely. Ash didn’t care about her future husband’s loyalties and had no problem compartmentalizing it. Duncan’s cause wasn’t her cause, but that wasn’t how Flynn and I operated. We were a true team.

      I’d die for Flynn.

      The rest of the drive to Inverness passed in comfortable silence. The car stopped outside an old gray cobblestone building lit with antique gas lanterns that cast a welcoming glow. A slight drizzle-mist had begun to fall, and it coated everything it touched. It dusted our coats and hair, and made the uneven sidewalk slippery. Flynn held onto me as we walked toward the entrance, and I was grateful for his strong hold. Though my heels were barely heels, it would have been easy enough to lose my footing and tumble to the ground.

      When we walked inside, a female hostess greeted us. She was thin, blond, and gorgeous and gave Flynn an obvious once-over before realizing I was standing right next to him. I bristled with annoyance, but Flynn put me at ease immediately when he helped me with my coat and kissed me softly on the lips. He stared into my eyes like I was the only person he saw.

      “Let’s get you some sparkling water,” Flynn said, holding my hand. Without a backward glance, we left the hostess area of the tavern and walked down the hall. Our party was in the main dining room. Round tables with white tablecloths and expensive red orchid centerpieces were scattered around the room, but there wouldn’t be a formal sit-down dinner. Guests had already begun to arrive. Duncan and Ash were holding court, and we strolled toward them despite the fact that they were surrounded by family and friends.

      When Ash saw me, her face lit up. She embraced me, but I released her just as quickly, wanting to take in what she was wearing. Ash looked like a fairy ice queen. Her blond hair was up in an array of curls, and her strawberries and cream complexion was set off perfectly by the floor-length, pale blue gown. At her ears were diamond chandelier earrings that twinkled in the soft light.

      “You look gorgeous,” I told her.

      She shook her head. “Me? Look at you.”

      “Please don’t,” I muttered. “I feel invisible and huge at the same time.”

      Ash frowned. “Well, that’s ridiculous because you’re stunning. Here, have some of my wine.” She thrust her half-drank glass at me.

      I stared at it for a moment. I’d read that once a woman was in her third trimester, a bit of wine was fine. Besides, this turkey was almost cooked. Taking a small sip, I sighed in relief.

      “How beautiful is Barrett?” Ash asked Duncan who laughed at something Flynn said.

      Duncan looked me up and down, and if I hadn’t already been in love with Flynn, I definitely would’ve had a thing for Duncan. Sexy, broad, with a brogue thicker than clotted cream; he knew how to make a woman feel attractive. His smile was wide and genuine when he said, “Bonnie lass.” He enfolded me in a bear hug before pulling back.

      “Paw your own woman,” Flynn said with a good-natured shove at Duncan’s shoulder. Duncan’s arm wrapped around Ash’s side and hauled her close.

      “That’s a damn fine idea. Want to leave this party and go find a more private one?” he asked Ash, waggling his eyebrows at her.

      “My son never could behave,” Malcolm said as he joined our group.

      Malcolm’s whiskered jaw gently scraped my cheek when he kissed me.

      “That’s family loyalty for you,” Duncan muttered. “How was I supposed to behave when Flynn was the one getting me into trouble? A year after he came to live with us, he swiped that bottle of hundred-year-old scotch and forced me to do shots.”

      “Like hell that’s true,” Flynn grumbled, but there was a teasing twinkle in his eye. “It was you, you bastard. Wanting to impress some local girls. If I recall you were the one who threw up all over both of them.”

      Ash couldn’t contain her laughter. “Guess you weren’t always a smooth criminal.”

      “He’s still not smooth,” another voice said.

      I turned and saw Duncan’s younger brother flashing Ash a megawatt grin. Ramsey Buchanan had inherited all the Buchanan charm. He had dark hair like Duncan, but it was a mop of curls that made a woman want to run her fingers through it. Instead of silver, Ramsey’s eyes were a shocking green, the color of Highland hills. Deep, rich, and erotic.

      “Please tell me you’re running away with me tomorrow and not marrying this clown,” Ramsey went on, hugging Ash.

      Duncan growled and removed his brother’s arms from around his fiancée. “Enough. Get yourself a drink and your own woman.”

      Immediately, Ramsey looked to me and turned on the flirt. “Hi, Barrett. You’re looking ravishing. Or ravished—as it were.” His gaze dropped pointedly to my belly before he plucked the near-empty glass of wine from my hand and downed it.

      Malcolm shook his head in mock regret. “It seems I have two ill-behaved sons.”

      “Hey,” Flynn protested.

      Malcolm smiled. “I stand corrected. I meant three.”

      “Ramsey drank the rest of my wine,” I complained to Flynn.

      “I’ll get you another,” he said.

      Ash looked at Duncan. “Barrett drank the rest of my wine.”

      Duncan chuckled. “I’ll get you another. Come on, Flynn. We’ve got to keep our women happy otherwise they might leave us.”
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      The willowy brunette that looked like she stepped out of the 1920s glided toward me on four-inch heels that put her taller than most men in the room. The manager of the Rex Hotel invented glamour. I suddenly hated the skinny bitch.

      “Don’t look at me that way,” Lacey stated.

      “What way is that?” I demanded.

      “Like you want to kill me for being thin.”

      I grinned. “Am I that transparent?”

      “No, you’re just that⁠—”

      “Careful,” I warned. “I’m a feral pregnant lady.”

      Lacey shook her head and smiled wide red lips. “How many people have you scared into submission?”

      “Her husband, for sure,” Brad Shapiro stated with a huge grin on his face. Brad resembled an aging linebacker; he was both broad and tall, and his hands looked more like paws than anything else. He was head of security for the hotel, and he was the perfect candidate for it.

      “My husband is a saint,” I joked with them.

      “Flynn Campbell, bound for sainthood,” Brad replied. “Now I’ve heard everything.”

      We all laughed.

      Six months ago, I’d learned that Brad and Lacey were hooking up. I had no way of knowing if they were still secretly involved since I couldn’t read their body language. They acted like nothing was out of the ordinary, just two old friends enjoying the evening.

      Lacey put her hand on my arm. “I know we’re here to celebrate Duncan and Ash getting married, but I brought you a gift.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked with a raise of my eyebrows.

      She nodded. “Come on. We’ll leave Brad here.”

      Taking my hand, she led me away from Brad to one of the round tables. A few empty glasses rested on the top that the serving staff hadn’t yet cleared away.

      Lacey went behind the table and picked up a blue gift bag with white tissue paper sticking out of the top. “Here.”

      I put my hand in the bag and pulled out a white onesie. On the front, it had a “Made in Scotland” stamp.

      “This is too cute,” I said, awkwardly trying to hug Lacey. “Thank you!”

      “And when he grows out of it, I’ll buy him another.”

      I grinned as I folded the onesie and put it back in the bag. “So, are you going to tell me what’s going on with you and Brad?”

      She peered at me. “You sure you want to know?”

      “Give me full disclosure.”

      “We’re work and sex and that’s it.”

      I frowned. “You’re kidding? You’ve been able to keep it going this whole time?”

      She sighed. “Well, we did try to date right after you and Flynn moved over here. But as it turned out, the only parts we’re good at are the sex and work parts. And, by the way, Flynn totally knows about it.”

      “Really? But he never mentioned it to me.”

      “Probably because it’s not a big deal.”

      “Wow, are you in denial.”

      “No. You are. Flynn doesn’t care because work hasn’t suffered and Brad and I can be adults.”

      “Work and sex, huh? I never could keep it that way.”

      Lacey smiled. “I know. I’m glad things worked out for you and Flynn, but that’s not the way it is for everyone.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough.”

      “I really miss you guys,” she admitted. “The hotel isn’t the same without you both there.”

      “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      “I’m thinking of making a change,” she said, lowering her voice. “In the coming months.”

      “Yeah?”

      She nodded. “I need to do something different. Helping to open the club in London was amazing, but ever since I got back to New York, I’ve felt a bit restless.”

      This past spring Flynn and I had lived in London while Flynn opened up the newest Rex Hotel. Lacey had stayed just long enough to train the staff who worked in the club. It had been nice having her so close by.

      “I understand your feelings of restlessness. I can’t imagine the club run by anyone else.”

      “Change is good for everyone. I was thinking of pitching Alia for the job. Start training her when I get back to New York.”

      Alia was a gorgeous, smart, talented Asian burlesque dancer who’d been at the club for years. We had become good friends when I’d been working undercover, and we still spoke frequently despite the ocean between us. “I think she’d be great at it,” I said sincerely. “She’ll have to know about Flynn’s affiliations and that the Rex Hotels are just fronts for the SINS.”

      “She’s got a cool head. I doubt it would throw her, but she’ll want to tell Jake.”

      Jake was Alia’s fiancé and head bartender at the club. “Maybe they should run the club together. You know, be a hot dynamic duo. Have you talked to Flynn yet about leaving?”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t even told Brad. I wanted to come to you first.”

      “Dip your toes in with me, eh?” I said with a smile.

      Lacey chuckled. “Something like that.”

      A server with a tray of Scottish smoked salmon on toast points strolled by. Lacey wrinkled her nose, but I plucked three from the tray and took a napkin. I thanked him, and then he walked away to serve other guests.

      “Yuck. I can’t believe you like that stuff.”

      “It’s amazing.” I popped a toast point into my mouth, savoring the salty ocean taste of the fish. I let out a small moan of delight.

      Lacey shook her head. “Your kid really is ‘made in Scotland.’” She glanced away and sighed. I turned my head to see what had her sighing. Ash was leaning into Duncan’s side as they continued to play the role of charming hosts.

      “Damn, they look like a Ralph Lauren ad. It’s nauseating.”

      “Hmm,” I said noncommittally.

      Lacey glanced back at me and rolled her eyes. “Never mind, I forgot who I was talking to.”

      “Sorry, I’ll try to be less happy and in love,” I joked.

      “Don’t. The world needs more of that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I pulled out my phone from my clutch and sent Flynn a text. Game of hide and seek?

      A moment later, I got a reply. At your friend’s rehearsal dinner?

      It was a yes or no question.

      Aye.

      I let out a laugh, feeling flirty and sexy. I’ll give you a clue. I’m in a place with a lot of hangers and a door that closes.

      I clocked it about three minutes until Flynn found me on the second floor, hiding in the coatroom. Hearing quick footsteps on the wood floor, I realized I was wrong. It had been only two minutes.

      There was a slight rap on the door.

      “What’s the password,” I called through it.

      “She-devil,” Flynn said, causing me to laugh.

      I opened the door to see my husband looming in the doorway. Flynn wasn’t standardly beautiful, but rough and wild like the Scottish Highlands. There was a magnetism that was uniquely him.

      Sucking in a breath of air, I stepped back. He closed the door quietly. “There’s no lock,” he stated.

      “Then we’ll have to be fast,” I said.

      Flynn stalked toward me, a man ready to claim his woman. My body temperature spiked when his hands reached out to slide up and down my arms and then moved to cup my full breasts. His thumbs grazed my nipples over my dress before dragging his hands lower over my belly. He grasped my hips. Leaning down, he kissed me.

      I grabbed the lapels of his jacket as I flicked my tongue against his. His mouth lifted from mine and skated across the apple of my cheek, to my ear, down my neck. He nipped at my breasts through my dress, the teasing torment making me want more.

      He gently maneuvered me so I faced away from him. His hands ran down my sides, and then he hiked up the back of my dress. I felt a brush of air on my exposed skin and shivered when Flynn’s fingers dipped into my underwear. He rubbed and pressed his fingers to my aching, sensitive body. The metallic zing of his zipper filled the small coatroom. A smile played on my lips as he moved closer and his heat enveloped me from behind. I leaned over and braced my hands on the wall to steady myself.

      He pushed aside my underwear and the head of his shaft slipped into my welcoming entrance.

      “Oh God,” he gritted out.

      I shuddered in pleasure as he continued to stroke me while sinking into me deeper and deeper. His other hand held me in place so I wouldn’t fall.

      “Faster,” I commanded. Lust blazed in my veins as wave after wave consumed me.

      Flynn let out an animalistic grunt, finding his own release. With a few final thrusts, he rode out his pleasure and then dropped his head to my back.

      “You know how to liven up a party,” he muttered.

      I chuckled and he moaned. Feeling him twitch inside of me, I silently crowed with feminine power.

      “So do you, Flynn. So do you.”
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        * * *

      

      After visiting the ladies’ room to straighten my appearance, I let Flynn lead me back to the party. Lacey and Ash were talking, and both of them looked at me with knowing eyes when they saw me.

      I shrugged as if to say What of it?

      I never used to be the type of woman who would even consider doing something like that in public. Not that I’d ever been a prude, but I had been reserved. Time with Flynn, living in his world, exposed to all the things I had seen, had changed me.

      If I wanted to have sex with my hot husband in a coat closet, then I was going to do it, damn it. Life was too short to care about what others thought of me. Flynn and I both had our brushes with death—so I was going to live every day loving and playing hard.

      “Promise me something,” Flynn said as we stood in the corner of the party, the sounds of conversation and low music around us.

      “Promise you what?” I asked.

      “Promise me we’ll still do things like this in twenty years.”

      “Have sex in ‘inappropriate’ places,” I asked, using air quotes.

      He grinned. “Yes.”

      “It might embarrass the hell out of our son—when he realizes his parents can’t keep their hands off each other.”

      “It might embarrass him when he’s a teenager because you’re always embarrassed by your parents when you’re a teenager. But when he’s an adult, he’ll be glad his parents are randy for each other.”

      I chuckled.

      “My parents were like that,” Flynn admitted. He hardly ever spoke of his parents, and I never asked about them. There were some things that even Flynn found too difficult to discuss.

      “I never thought I’d have a marriage like them,” he said.

      “We don’t have a marriage like them, Flynn. We have our own. And ours is just as unique and just as wonderful.”

      Flynn leaned down to kiss me. “You’re so much more than sex in coat closets. You know that, right?”

      “Oh, I know,” I said, with an impish grin. “I’m also sex in bedrooms. Have a coffee. You’ll need your energy later.”
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      “How are you feeling?” Flynn asked me three hours later.

      “I’m good,” I said, not at all lying.

      “You sure? We can go if you’re tired.”

      I reached up and cupped his cheek. “I’ve spent most of the night sitting in a chair. I’m good.”

      He nodded and whispered in my ear. “Except for the time in the coat closet.”

      I shrugged. “Prenatal exercise.”

      Flynn laughed. “Do you mind if I go have a cigar with Duncan, Ramsey, and Malcolm?”

      “Not at all.”

      He leaned down and kissed me on the lips. “Need anything?”

      I shook my head and then watched as he walked out of the room with the men who were his family. Ash was stuck in conversation with Duncan’s great-aunt Annis who was hard of hearing. At the moment she was giving Ash advice on how to conceive on her wedding night. I could hear her voice from across the room. Aunt Annis also had poor eyesight, so she didn’t see Ash’s horrified expression. Ash caught my eye and silently begged me to save her. Before I could, Jack Rhodes plopped down in a chair next to me.

      “Don’t you dare,” he stated.

      “Don’t I dare what?” I demanded.

      He chuckled. “Don’t rescue her. I like seeing her squirm. She’s been on edge with me all week.”

      “She’s a bride. Cut her some slack,” I pleaded. “I haven’t seen you all night. Where have you been?”

      Jack shook his head. “I’m Ash’s brother, which means I have to be a Rhodes.”

      “And that means what?”

      “I’m an extension and I have to play a role.”

      “Don’t we all?” I asked.

      He shrugged and took a drink of his scotch. Jack and I had a falling out a few months after I had met Flynn. Though Jack and I had attempted to rebuild ten years of friendship in the last year, we still weren’t back to where we used to be. We might never be—Jack didn’t approve of Flynn or his affiliations. But it wasn’t his choice whom I decided to share my life with. Just like he didn’t have a say whom his sister married. Jack had said enough on the subject in the recent months; so much that Ash threatened to revoke his invitation to her wedding. He’d managed to hold his tongue after that. It was difficult since Jack liked to give his opinion freely.

      “I need to find the restroom,” I said, moving to stand up. Gentleman that he was, Jack helped me to stand and then hugged me.

      “I’m glad she has you,” Jack said into my ear. “Ash. I don’t think she really knows what she’s getting in to, and she’s going to need you.”

      “You don’t just mean marriage, huh?” I pulled back and stared at his face.

      “My parents are overjoyed,” he said slowly. “The Buchanans are one of Scotland’s oldest and most powerful families; that’s all my parents care about, Barrett.”

      I nodded. “I know, but Ash is really happy. Try not to worry about her.”

      “I worry about both of you,” he admitted. “You’re my family, too. You know that, right?”

      His words were touching, and they tugged at the nostalgic part of my heart. The eighteen-year-old Barrett that had once been infatuated and in awe of Ash’s older, handsome brother was no more. But I loved Jack, and he was right—we were family.

      “And you’re mine,” I said, squeezing his hand. “Now, I really do need to use the bathroom. The bairn is sitting right on top of my bladder and refuses to move.”

      Jack snorted in amusement. “Bairn, huh? You’re so Scottish.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Did you try the haggis yet? It’s delicious. No? What about the blood pudding?”

      Jack’s face turned a bit green.

      “What, you can eat foie gras and escargot but not haggis?” I demanded.

      “Sheep intestines and oatmeal.” He shuddered and took another sip of his scotch. “How can a country make the best drink in the world but also have the worst food?”

      “Who needs food when you’ve got scotch. Am I right?”

      “Cheers to that,” Jack said, raising his glass.

      I made my way out of the room and into the hallway. I knew the way to the bathroom since I’d had to use the facilities twice before. I passed the young hostess that had nearly salivated over Flynn when we walked in. She was currently flirting with a young waiter working the rehearsal dinner.

      Guess she’d already moved on. I tried not to hold her reaction to Flynn against her. He was magnetic, and it was impossible not to look at him. But he was mine, and I was carrying his child. Jealousy was not an emotion I was accustomed to feeling, but with every pound, stretch mark, and varicose vein, I grew more insecure.

      I was ready to have my child out of my body and into the world. I wanted to meet him. And I really wanted to be able to sleep on my stomach.

      As I washed my hands after using the restroom, I thought about returning to the party but realized I was done for the evening. I’d had enough social interaction. Without Flynn by my side, my energy had quickly waned.

      I wandered down the hallway toward the kitchen area and heard the clanking of washing dishes and the sounds of spraying water. Past the kitchen was the back exit. I opened the door and slipped outside. It was chilly, and goosebumps immediately dotted my skin, but I didn’t want to go back inside just for my coat.

      I found my husband standing with Malcolm and Duncan on a grassy spot. The gas lanterns made it easy to see the path as I made my way to them.

      Duncan puffed on his cigar, his head bent toward Malcolm who was saying something in a low voice. Flynn nodded along.

      Realizing I was intruding, I turned around, but Flynn’s voice stopped me.

      “Barrett!” he called. His dress shoes clopped toward me. After shrugging off his suit jacket, he wrapped it around my shoulders.

      “Thank you. Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude,” I said, addressing all three of them.

      “You’re not intruding, lass,” Malcolm said. “Join us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. Needing no more words of encouragement, I joined their little entourage. I frowned. “Aren’t you missing one?”

      Duncan’s grin was wide. “Ramsey found something far more pleasant than discussing politics with us.”

      “A woman,” I stated.

      Flynn cleared his throat. “Two.”

      “You’re kidding!” I said with a laugh. The direction of the air changed, and I caught a whiff of smoke. It instantly made my stomach curl. I attempted to be discreet about moving my position, but Flynn noticed immediately and put out his cigar.

      “It’s making her sick,” he explained to the other two.

      When Malcolm and Duncan made a move to put their cigars out, I protested. “Don’t stop on my account. I’ll go back inside.”

      “We’d rather have you out here with us than smoke these things,” Malcolm assured me with a pat on my shoulder.

      I smiled and nodded. “So what are we talking about?”

      “The London hotel and how well it’s doing.”

      Malcolm hadn’t originally wanted to open a hotel in London because he hated the English. Flynn pointed out that there was no better just dessert than using English money to free the Scots. It was genius, actually.

      I loved Malcolm, but sometimes I wondered if he was really cut out to be leader. A leader needed to be able to see the whole picture and keep a calm head. Though Malcolm listened to those he trusted, he was still obstinate and stuck in his ways. The fact was, he was old and when a leader grew old, he became weak. It was simple biology.

      Duncan was next in line to take over the leadership position, but he was known as The Tracker. He stalked enemies better than anyone else, and he seemed comfortable in the role and deferring to his father and Flynn to make the bulk of the decisions. It was Flynn who really had Malcolm’s ear and had a hand in swaying him.

      Lost in my own thoughts, I didn’t realize Flynn was saying my name. “Sorry, what?” I asked distractedly.

      “Are you tired, hen?”

      I nodded. “I am. I’m ready to go whenever you are.”

      He gripped my hand and squeezed. “We’ll go now.”

      I hugged Malcolm first and then Duncan and told them I’d see them tomorrow at the wedding. Flynn led me toward the tavern. “Are you really tired?” Flynn whispered so Malcolm and Duncan didn’t overhear.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “But we have an hour drive in the car… Perfect excuse to nap and store up some energy.”

      Flynn chuckled and picked up his pace. Just as he was about to open the back door of the tavern, there was the sound of three loud pops. Before I could even register what was happening, Flynn pushed me down, his body covering mine.

      My jaw rattled from hitting the ground, my heart rate accelerating. A wave of pain slid through my belly. There was a lot of shouting and yelling, but I couldn’t see anything due to Flynn’s large form obstructing my vision.

      He looked around to assess the situation, and when he deemed it safe enough, Flynn slowly lifted himself off me and held out his hand to help me up from the ground. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you? How’s the bairn?” His questions fired out of his mouth, one after the other.

      “I think we’re fine.” I stole a hand across of my stomach. I felt a kick against my palm. “Yeah, he’s kicking something fierce. He’s okay. We both are.”

      “Stay here,” he whispered.

      I nodded and watched him sprint to the grassy area where Malcolm and Duncan had been standing. I didn’t see them; anxiety and fear rolled through me.

      “Barrett!” Flynn called from the darkness. “I need you!”

      I tried to hurry toward his voice, but my body ached from landing on the solid stone walkway. Flynn was kneeling on the grassy patch by a still form, his hand pressed to Duncan’s chest. I slipped on the dewy lawn and fell to my knees. Bracing my hands on the ground, I crawled the rest of the way. A shaft of moonlight peeked out from behind the gray storm clouds.

      It wasn’t rain that made the ground slippery—it was blood.

      “Barrett,” Flynn said, his voice sounding very far away. “Barrett!”

      I looked up from my bloody hands into Flynn’s intractable, harsh face.

      “Come here,” he commanded. “Take my phone. Call for an ambulance.”

      Adrenaline sank its claws into me, and I rushed to Flynn. I reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out his cell phone. While I dialed, I looked down at Duncan. His pallor was pale as Flynn tried to stem the flow of blood seeping out of his brother’s chest wound.

      “Malcolm?” I asked.

      Flynn’s eyes were grim. “Dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 5


          

        

      

    

    
      When we got to the hospital, Duncan was rushed into emergency surgery. After scrubbing my hands to remove the blood, I got checked out by the doctor. I’d hit the ground hard when Flynn protected me with his body. The baby was fine, and so was I, except for a few bruises.

      Now, I sat in the waiting room, clutching Ash’s hand. She looked completely shell-shocked; she hadn’t said more than two words since we’d arrived.

      Flynn was in the corner of the waiting room on his phone, snapping orders and jumping into the natural role of leader. Duncan’s younger brother was nowhere to be found, and his phone kept rolling to voicemail. Flynn shoved his cell into his pocket and looked at me.

      I nodded and squeezed Ash’s hand before letting go. Flynn and I walked out of the waiting room, which was filled with Ash’s nucleus family and Duncan’s relatives. To say the mood was somber was generous. Malcolm was dead; he’d been shot in the head, and his son was fighting for his life.

      Flynn and I trailed down the hallway past the nurses’ station. I saw flashes of lightning through the large hospital windows of the lobby. Rumbling thunder outside had me running my hands up and down my arms.

      Flynn pulled me to him, infusing me with some of his warmth. His lips brushed the top of my head. We were both still in shock over Malcolm’s sudden death; I hadn’t cried or reacted yet—there had been other things that needed immediate attention. Feelings could happen later.

      “Do we have any idea who was behind the attack?” I asked gently.

      Flynn shook his head. “Not at the moment.”

      “Still no word from Ramsey?”

      “None. I think you should go home and rest. Security will be there to see to your safety. Duncan won’t be out of surgery for hours and even then, he might—he might not⁠—”

      “I’m staying,” I stated. “When we leave here, we’ll leave together.”

      Flynn nodded absently as he rubbed a hand across his exhausted face. “I have to see to the funeral arrangements.”

      “Let me handle it,” I said.

      “Really?”

      I nodded. “Ash isn’t in a place to step up, and you have other things to worry about.”

      He leaned down to kiss me softly on the lips. “What would I do without you?”

      “Don’t even think about that.”

      Flynn glanced out the window, his blue eyes a bit dazed. “He’s gone.”

      “Yes,” I said, my throat thickening with emotion. I shoved my feelings down—they weren’t important at the moment. Flynn had lost the man he considered a father. Malcolm had raised him, given him a home. And now he was gone.

      Duncan, his brother in all ways but blood, was in surgery and might not make it.

      I took Flynn’s hand and tugged on it so that he was forced to look at me. “You’re going to find out who did this, and then you’re going to make them pay.”

      “Aye,” he said, nodding slowly.

      “Revenge.”

      His jaw clenched. “Aye. Revenge.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, the doctor came to give us an update about Duncan. He survived surgery but was still in critical condition. The doctor had no way of knowing if Duncan would wake up and told us all to go home and get some rest. Ash looked like a shrunken, muted form of her usual self. Her hair was flat, coming down from its pins, and she had mascara streaks underneath her eyes. She wanted to stay at the hospital, but Jack and I finally managed to convince her to leave.

      Flynn and I made it to the car, collapsing in exhaustion and dozing the entire ride home as weak sunlight leaked through the windows. Just as the car stopped outside our home, Flynn’s cell phone rang.

      Ramsey.

      Flynn didn’t want to tell him over the phone that his father had died from a bullet to the head and that his brother was in critical condition.

      “He’s coming over,” Flynn said, hanging up.

      “I’m surprised he hasn’t heard the news yet. All he has to do is listen to one of his dozen voicemails.”

      “I can barely think straight,” he muttered. He opened the front door, and the first thing I did when I got inside was kick off my heels. They weren’t painful under normal circumstances, but my already swollen feet hadn’t enjoyed them the past many hours.

      “I’ll make us some food,” I said.

      “I’m not hungry, hen, but thank you. I have some calls to make before Ramsey gets here.” He kissed me briefly and then disappeared into his study, leaving the door cracked.

      I went into the kitchen to rustle up some food. As I whisked eggs, I mentally made a list of all the things I’d have to take care of for Malcolm’s funeral. It would be at Dornoch Cathedral, which was in the center of town. Malcolm had been a pillar of the community, and people would want to pay their respects. Flynn needed to make a list of guests he wanted to invite. Aside from SINS members, and the people of Dornoch, I didn’t know who else would want to pay their respects.

      Maybe it was better if outsiders didn’t know about Malcolm’s death. The SINS were in a precarious situation. Their leader was dead and the heir apparent in critical condition. I knew Ramsey well enough to know he wasn’t prepared to step into the leadership position if it should fall to him. Flynn continued to hold a substantial role in the SINS, and when he’d lived in New York, he’d operated autonomously, independently of Malcolm because Malcolm had trusted him.

      I sat down to eat and fell asleep on my plate. Jarred awake by the doorbell, I groaned and reached for a napkin. I dabbed at my cheeks and went to answer the door, but Flynn had beaten me to it.

      Ramsey looked disheveled and confused, but the moment he saw the grimness of Flynn’s face, he realized something was wrong.

      “Just tell me,” he said before the front door had even closed.

      “Let’s have a drink,” Flynn suggested.

      “It’s eight in the morning.”

      “When has that ever stopped you?” Flynn led Ramsey to the study and then shut the door.

      I didn’t wait around to overhear Ramsey’s reaction. Too tired to function, I trudged up the stairs, knowing I needed at least a few hours of sleep before I could do anything else. I fell into bed and slept. I didn’t even dream.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Flynn got a call that Duncan was awake. Flynn hopped in the shower and then left quickly. I stayed at home so I could prepare Malcolm’s funeral. Flynn and I decided that it would be a small, family affair, but that still included some two hundred people. Coordinating could’ve been a real bitch, but when you had money, it took care of all indiscriminate details. And it took care of them fast.

      A few hours later, I was finishing up the last of the funeral arrangements when Ash called.

      “Hi, how are you, what can I do?” I asked immediately before she could say anything.

      She let out a soft laugh. I could hear the relief in it. “Nothing. I just saw Flynn—he said you’re taking care of Malcolm’s funeral. I was calling to ask what I could do for you.”

      “It’s almost done. So you don’t have to do anything except focus on Duncan. How is he? Inane question, I know.”

      “He’s okay, I guess. I mean, he woke up today, which—thank God—is a good sign. But on top of healing from a gunshot wound, he has to deal with burying his father. Do you know what happened? Who came after them?”

      “I know nothing,” I stated.

      She sighed. “Yeah.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ash,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry you have to go through this.”

      “This is the life, right?”

      “Yes.”

      We fell silent, and I wondered if Ash was reevaluating everything. It was one thing to know your life was going to be in constant danger and that anything could happen. It was another to have your fiancé mowed down at your rehearsal dinner the night before your wedding.

      “Oh, shit,” I said. “I didn’t even think about the wedding.”

      “Postponed until he’s well enough to stand at an altar in a kilt.”

      I laughed. “So glad to hear that. Your parents? Jack?”

      “They’ll stick around until I get Duncan home. Hopefully that will only be for about a week, and then they’ll leave.” She sighed. “What’s going to happen? With the SINS?”

      “I don’t know, Ash.”

      “I love Ramsey, but he’s not⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just focus on Duncan.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      We hung up and I paused, suddenly feeling like I was able to breathe a bit easier. I finished making the rest of the funeral arrangements before moving into the living room and curling up on the couch to wait for Flynn. As night descended, Flynn walked through the front door. Contentedly warm from the gas fireplace, I gave him a sleepy look. He lifted my legs and sat down on the couch before resettling me.

      “You look tired, love,” I commented.

      “You’re supposed to tell me I look handsome,” he teased with a wan smile.

      “You are handsome—but you also look tired.”

      “I’m exhausted,” he admitted. “And sad.”

      “Yeah,” I said, having no words of comfort, emotion constricting my throat. “I finished the funeral arrangements.”

      “Thank you.” His hand stroked my ankle. “You always make everything better.”

      “I only wish I could do more,” I told him truthfully.

      He placed his palm to my belly, which I swore looked even bigger than it had a few hours ago. Maybe it was the angle.

      “I have to talk to you about something,” he said.

      “All right.”

      Flynn looked at the fireplace, the reflection of the flames flickering in his eyes. “I’ve spoken to Duncan and Ramsey, and they both agree that I should be acting leader of the SINS. At least until Duncan is on the mend and able to take over the job.” He glanced at me. “You don’t seem surprised.”

      “I had a feeling it would come to this. You’re a natural leader, Flynn.”

      He let out a sigh of relief. “It means more time away from home. Especially now that we have an unknown enemy.”

      “Is it really unknown?” I struggled to sit up and Flynn helped me. “Can’t we narrow it down? Start with a short list or something?”

      “I have some people on it.”

      That was Flynn code for you don’t really want to know what that means. I let it go because it wasn’t important. The only thing that was important was discovering who had wanted to shake up the SINS.

      “So, in the meantime…” I asked.

      “In the meantime we wait. We remain patient.” His jaw clenched. “And we tighten security.”
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