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        From the journal of Barrett Campbell:

      

      

      

      No matter how much you change, you will still have to pay the price for what you have done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      “Good evening, Madame,” the maître d’ greeted in French.

      “Good evening.” I smiled, enjoying the way his eyes attempted to remain on my face but instinctively drifted lower.

      The white satin gown hugged my curves, dipping in the front and back. It was a tease of a dress, clearly designed to entice.

      My auburn hair was twirled up and pinned back, highlighting my cheekbones and long neck. Something primal happened to men when they saw a beautiful woman composed and put together. They wanted to rattle their cages and break free for the hunt and find out what sort of sensuality was concealed beneath the armor of hair spray and makeup.

      “Do we have the pleasure of you dining with us tonight?” he asked.

      “I don’t have a reservation, I’m afraid.” Though the height of the Monaco tourist season was long over, tables at Le Roi were booked solid for months. “I’ll head to the bar.”

      “Enjoy,” he said. “And please, let me know if there’s anything you need.”

      I smiled.

      There was nothing intimate about Le Roi. It had been designed to impress, to overwhelm. It verged on being almost too much, gaudy even. Golden drapes garnished the glass doors that led out to the terrace, where one could dine while overlooking the Mediterranean.

      I strode through the restaurant, recognizing celebrities and rock stars who dined on fresh oysters and expensive champagne. There were others I recognized too. The truly powerful movers and shakers who made the world turn, whom you’ve never heard of.

      My right hip twinged, but I ignored it. Tonight, I’d worn heels instead of flats. They instilled the greatest sense of confidence. Heels showed that I was feminine, desirable, and waiting to be impressed.

      I felt it in the air. The promise. The power. The want. Hunger stirred deep in my belly.

      Diamonds the size of small marbles adorned my ears. They were the only jewelry I wore.

      I approached the bar, noting the man with broad shoulders. He filled out his gray suit jacket, and dark hair almost brushed the collar of his crisp white shirt.

      I sidled up next to him but didn’t look at him.

      “Buy you a drink?” came his rumbly, thick voice.

      I turned my head to look at him, meeting his cobalt blue eyes. My gaze slid to the glass of amber liquid in front of him. I reached across the bar and grasped it. Without taking my eyes off him, I brought it to my nose and took a delicate sniff.

      “Balvenie DoubleWood, 17 year.”

      His eyes lit with humor. “A woman who knows her scotch. I’m impressed.”

      I sipped from his glass and arched a brow.

      He signaled to the bartender for another.

      “So,” he began.

      “So,” I repeated.

      “Are you married?”

      “No.”

      He looked at my naked ring finger. “Why not? A woman who looks like you and knows her scotch…you must be one of a kind.”

      My smile widened. “Glad you think so. It would take a very special man to get me to settle down.”

      “You mean like the kind of man who owns his own scotch distillery?” he asked.

      I shrugged.

      “So, the scotch lover is not impressed?”

      “Not really.”

      The bartender set another glass of liquor in front of the man and then discreetly moved away.

      “I could sail you around the world on my catamaran. She’s a massive vessel, fit for a king and queen. I could take you to places on this earth regular people don’t even know exist.”

      “Tempting.” My gaze slid down him like the alcohol slid down my throat. Warm. Heady. “But I’m looking for something—something…”

      “I could give you a life you’ve never dared to dream,” he continued, his blue eyes flickering like twin flames. “I could give you the most beautiful children in all the world… I could give you my heart.”

      I took a step closer to him, and with my free hand, I placed it against his chest. “You sound pretty cavalier about your heart. Do you trust me to keep it safe for you?”

      His smile was slow, heated. “Not even a little bit.”

      I grinned. “Smart man. I like smart men.”

      His hand snaked out to rest on the curve of my hip, and he pulled me closer. “Have dinner with me.”

      “Now?”

      “Aye, now. Apparently, I’m going to need a few more hours to seduce you.”

      I leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “I’m a simple woman. Feed me, then fuck me.”

      His crack of laughter boomed across the restaurant, and he signaled once again to the bartender.

      “Sir?” the young man asked.

      Flynn looked at me and grinned. “My wife is hungry. Bring one of everything on the menu.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well?” Flynn asked several hours later.

      I sipped on an amaro. “Well, what?”

      “Well, how was it?”

      “I’ve had better,” I stated.

      “You’re referring to the food, aye?” he asked with a glint of amusement.

      “Yes. The food. I’m a fan of the company and the conversation.”

      Our bodies were turned toward each other. We had an innate intimacy born from several years of marriage and raising children together. But we still reached for excitement and new opportunities. Hence our teasing banter when we’d pretended to be strangers meeting for the first time in a bar.

      “I agree with you about the food.” Flynn dabbed his lips with a black cloth napkin and set it aside. “The Monaco Rex will be a smashing success.”

      “Agreed.”

      Flynn had whisked me and the children away from the dreary winter in Scotland and sailed us to Monaco. He was interested in acquiring a property that would become the newest addition to The Rex Hotel empire. We’d brought the boys along, but they were currently on the yacht with the nannies and the rest of the crew. Le Roi was no place for children. And I always enjoyed having my husband to myself. Dinner out at a fancy restaurant reminded me of our early days together, when we discovered we couldn’t breathe without the other.

      I still felt that way. After all these years.

      “What are you thinking about, hen?” he asked, reaching for my hand and stroking his thumb across my knuckles.

      “How much I love you.”

      His eyes darkened. “Prove it.”

      “My place or yours?” I teased.

      Chuckling, he reached into his breast pocket and extracted his wallet. He quickly laid down several bills.

      He settled his hand in the small of my back and guided me toward the exit. I shot the maître d’ a wink which made an appreciative smile bloom across his face.

      “My wife, the flagrant flirt,” Flynn remarked dryly.

      “Oh, and you don’t flirt?” I demanded. “How easily could you replace me with any of the young women who drool in your vicinity?”

      The attendant outside of Le Roi gestured to the waiting black Rolls-Royce and then opened the back door so we could slide onto the massive rear seat.

      I scooted in first and then Flynn followed. He settled in next to me and placed his large palm on my thigh.

      “The marina, s’il vous plait.”

      “Right away, Mr. Campbell,” the driver replied.

      Flynn pressed a button on a small control console and a black privacy screen rose to conceal us from the driver. Flynn pressed another button, and a light indicated the microphone and speakers had been turned off in the back, to give us complete privacy.

      “Irreplaceable,” Flynn said.

      “Hmm?” I asked, turning my attention away from the street traffic to look at him. “What did you say?”

      “I said irreplaceable. As in, you’re irreplaceable.”

      “So, you won’t be trading me in for a younger model any time soon?”

      “No. Grow old with me, Barrett.”

      “Gnarled and shriveled,” I promised. “But until then…” I grasped his hand and gently slid it up my dress.

      “Wicked woman,” he whispered when he realized I wasn’t wearing any underwear. “Perfection.”

      His fingers inched along my skin. I spread my legs as much as the dress would allow, letting him have his way with me in the back of the Rolls.

      My cheeks heated with desire as I kept my eyes trained on his.

      “I better not go any further,” he said, his voice husky with want. “You’re wearing white. Besides, I have something planned for you.”

      He gently removed his hand from beneath my skirt. I nearly lamented it, but knew he’d keep his word and make it up to me later.

      A small light flashed overhead, and a bell chimed softly, indicating we had arrived at our destination. Flynn unlocked the car but waited for the driver to open the rear door. We walked hand in hand along the wooden planks to our yacht. I paused for a moment to stare at it.

      “Still think it’s too big?” he asked with a wide, boyish grin.

      “Men and their toys.” I snorted. “And no. You were right. It’s perfect.”

      “Just like I was right about the jet and the house.”

      “No one likes a braggart, Flynn.”

      His resonant laugh echoed across the marina. I slid off my heels and let out a low moan of relief. The yacht was lit up well and we easily traversed the steps and boarded astern the starboard hull of the massive catamaran.

      “I know they hurt you, hen, but damn…they make your legs look a mile long.”

      “That’s why I wore them,” I said, absently rubbing my hip. “The pain is worth it. Especially when you look at me the way you do.”

      He brought my hand to his lips. “Check in on the lads?”

      “Yes.”

      They were three peas in a pod. They slept in one of the yacht’s forward cabins, the twins on a set of bunk beds and Hawk in a single bed on the other side of the room. Flynn and I had the yacht custom designed with the children in mind and had placed them in an area where they could spend time together when they wanted away from us.

      Flynn and I crept quietly so as not to disturb them, but they slept soundly, and our presence went unnoticed. They had burned off hours of energy playing on the beach, and nothing took it out of them like the sunshine and sea spray. Even after their baths, they still smelled of sun and sunscreen. Their mouths were slack with the deep sleep reserved only for children.

      I still couldn’t believe they were ours.

      Flynn’s eyes caught mine and with the aid of the moonlight streaming through the porthole, I could see the love for his children permeate his expression.

      He gently tugged me from the cabin, and we headed back toward the aft stateroom and closed and locked the door. It was expansive and lavish, more so than a normal sailing vessel. But that was how we lived. We had a crew and a Captain that saw to our every need and ensured we stayed on course.

      “What do you have planned for me?” I asked as I turned my back to him and gestured to my zipper.

      He gently tugged it down and then grazed his lips along the sensitive skin of my neck, causing me to shiver.

      “Get into a bathing suit. The black one that barely covers anything.”

      Laughing, I spun and wrapped my arms around his neck. “How do you know I even brought the little black one?”

      He grinned. “I made sure it was packed before we even set sail.”

      I kissed his lips. “Your wish is my command.”

      Flynn’s arms tightened around me. “You’re so compliant tonight, hen. I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

      “You like it.”

      “I do. But I don’t trust it.” He winked.

      I slithered into the black suit that drove Flynn wild, and then turned to look at myself in the mirror. He stood next to me, wearing a pair of navy-blue trunks. I marveled at the scars on both our bodies.

      “Can you believe it?” he asked quietly, his eyes meeting mine in the glass.

      “Believe what?”

      His fingers danced across the bullet wound marring my abdomen. “We’re both alive.”

      “We are,” I agreed, taking his hand and bringing it to my mouth.

      He looked down at me, studying me. “There’s something on your mind.”

      I hesitated and then nodded.

      “Something big?”

      I nodded.

      “Something you’ve been thinking about for a long time?” he prodded.

      “Define long,” I asked evasively.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Hot tub. You can tell me underneath the stars.”

      I left my phone on the nightstand and let Flynn lead me out of the cabin. The water was calm tonight and it would be perfect for relaxing in the hot tub.

      The stars were out and winking from above. The air was chilly, as was the slight breeze. I shivered as Flynn pressed a button and the hot tub’s cover opened. I stepped into the steaming water, letting it envelop me. Flynn followed and sidled up next to me. We leaned our heads back to stare at the sky.

      “Hen?” he prodded.

      “I want another baby.”

      He didn’t say anything, and I looked at him. His expression was indecipherable. “How long have you been thinking about this?” he asked finally.

      “I’m not sure. A while, I guess. I think it’s been in the back of my mind for longer than I realized.” I paused. “Sterling sent me a photo of the nursery and I just…”

      “You just what, hen?”

      “I want another. I don’t feel complete.”

      He reached his arm around me and tickled the top of my shoulder with his finger. “I’ve had a vasectomy.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve had substantial injuries and can’t⁠—”

      “We could adopt. I’d be fine with adopting.”

      “I thought our family was complete.” He frowned.

      “It was,” I agreed. “But lately, it feels…incomplete.”

      “Let me think about this.”

      “All right.”

      “I’m not saying no, but I’m not saying yes, either. Give me time.”

      I reached behind my neck and removed the tie, the top of my swimsuit falling into the water.

      The lights of the yacht were bright enough that I could see the banked fires of lust in his eyes.

      There was no point in talking about it anymore. I told him what I wanted, and he was taking time to process it. That was all I could ask for.

      I floated my body toward his and plopped down onto his lap.

      “I love you,” I whispered just before my lips brushed his.

      And then my mind short circuited as my lust for Flynn took over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out onto the deck the next morning to bright sunshine and crisp air. I tugged up the collar of my sweater as I made my way to a table that was covered in white linens and five place settings.

      Hawk bounced on the settee as he shoved a piece of toast smothered with butter and jam into his mouth. That was all my seven-year-old needed: carbs and sugar.

      Flynn sat between our six-year-old twins, but that didn’t stop Iain from misbehaving. He was currently throwing raspberries at his brother.

      “Stop!” Noah shouted.

      “Iain,” Flynn boomed. “I told you to behave. If you can’t, you will leave the table.”

      Iain popped the raspberry he’d been about to hurl at Noah into his mouth and then he slunk down in his seat, his expression glum at being chastised.

      Flynn reached for his espresso cup.

      “Morning, hen,” he greeted, his voice rumbly and delicious.

      It reminded me of the previous evening, when he growled low in my ear as he pleasured me.

      “Morning.” I stole my hand across the broad expanse of his shoulders and then took the empty seat next to Hawk.

      “You boys sleep all right?” I asked as I placed the white napkin in my lap.

      Noah nodded. Iain swiped his dark hair off his forehead and reached for a piece of bacon on Hawk’s plate.

      Hawk glared at his younger brother.

      Iain gave him a cheeky grin.

      “Mam, may I be excused?” Hawk asked.

      My eldest son, and the one who looked most like Flynn, had jam splattered across his cheeks. His blue eyes were bright with energy, and he was unable to sit still.

      “You may,” I allowed.

      “Me too?” Iain asked.

      “Aye,” Flynn said.

      Hawk and Iain pushed back from the table and then ran toward the salon, the sound of their boat shoes hitting the deck as they sprinted into the living room area of the vessel. Noah continued to eat his parritch, not caring that he’d been left behind.

      A member of the crew dressed in a black sweater and khakis appeared with a cappuccino on a tray. He set the coffee cup in front of me and stood back. “May I get you something to eat, Mrs. Campbell?”

      “Crab Benedict would be wonderful,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” he said. “Sir?”

      “I’m fine, thank you.” Flynn lifted his espresso cup to his mouth.

      The attendant left, striding back inside. I took a sip of my cappuccino and nearly purred.

      “Mam, I’m finished,” Noah said. “Can I be excused?”

      I smiled at his manners. They came far easier to him than Hawk and Iain. “Sure. Are you going to go join your brothers?”

      He shook his head. “I want to visit the captain. Can I?”

      “You may,” Flynn said. “But be mindful that you don’t get in his way, aye?”

      “Aye,” Noah agreed. He shot me a toothy grin and then slid back his chair.

      He was gone in a blur, and I stared after him wistfully.

      “You look tired, hen,” Flynn said quietly.

      “What an unchivalrous thing to say,” I teased.

      His grin was lopsided. “I know why you’re tired.”

      I snorted. “Yes. Someone decided to wake me up in the middle of the night…”

      “I don’t see you complaining.”

      “I’ll never complain,” I assured him. “But I might have to take a nap later today.”

      Flynn finished off the rest of his espresso and then leaned back in his chair. “Hadrian called.”

      “Did he?”

      “He invited us to stop off at his island on our way home.”

      “Hmmm. He invited? With our brood? He wants to talk business, doesn’t he?”

      “Of course. You know how he is. The man prefers not to communicate via technology if he can help it.”

      The eccentric, reclusive Scottish billionaire lived on his own private Shetland Island with his wife and preferred to remain in his own domain. Hadrian counted Ramsey Buchanan as his best friend and part of his inner circle, therefore Duncan and Flynn were included by extension.

      “I wouldn’t mind seeing Sterling,” I said, mentioning Hadrian’s wife. “And the boys are on break from school until the new year, so that’s not a concern.”

      “Not that it matters,” Flynn remarked dryly. “We pull them out of school frequently enough.”

      “Yes, and we also donate enough to their school that the headmaster doesn’t say a word when we do,” I pointed out. “Do you think the boys are missing something by not being in school as much as their peers?”

      “They don’t seem to be missing anything. I’d rather have them with us when we travel, and besides, they’re young enough that the only true thing they miss from primary school is social interaction. They’re already ahead in reading and maths. If it causes problems for them in their later years, we’ll pay for their therapy.”

      I let out a laugh. “I would apologize for being able to live by different rules because of who we are, but I’m not really that concerned about it, to be honest.”

      He fell silent for a moment and then he said, “The boys are at a perfect age. They can entertain themselves and they don’t need us every hour of every day.”

      “You don’t want another baby,” I stated. “That’s what you’re saying.”

      “I love our family, Barrett. You know I do. But I feel like it’s complete.”

      “I thought you said you’d take the time to think about it.”

      “I have thought about it.”

      “Have you?” I raised my brows. “How can you have thought about it and come to this conclusion all in the span of eight hours when I’ve been thinking about this for weeks?”

      “Weeks?”

      “Months, actually. I’ve been thinking about this for months.”

      “What is it you want me to say, Barrett?” He all but growled.

      “I want you to consider what I asked. Really consider it. Don’t just placate me and tell me you considered it when all you did was wait a few hours and then say no.”

      “How long should I have taken? How many hours need to pass before I can say no?” he pressed.

      I threw up my hands. “You’re basically saying you won’t even change your mind.” I shoved back from the table just as the crewmember brought my breakfast.

      He jumped out of the way as I blew past him like an ocean storm. I needed to escape. I wanted to be in my own space, to have some privacy.

      Even though our yacht was massive, I was still trapped. There was no way off.

      “Barrett,” Flynn called. “Stop.”

      I came to a halt and grasped the railing near me.

      “What is this really about, hen?”

      “A baby.”

      “No. I don’t think it is.” He sidled up next to me. “This is something else. The baby is just a mask for something deeper. Are you unhappy, love?”

      “Unhappy?” I repeated. “I’m the farthest thing from unhappy.”

      “Then what is all this about? You’ve been…restless.”

      Flynn and I traveled the world. We had three amazing boys, wonderful friends, a rich life full of laughter and excitement and enough money to do anything we wanted.

      “I know how it sounds,” I began. “Nothing is missing from our lives, but you know that feeling when you’re about to leave the house, and you pat yourself down to ensure you have everything you need, but you feel like you’re forgetting something? I feel like I’m forgetting something, Flynn.”

      “And you think another baby is the thing you’re forgetting?”

      I could tell he didn’t understand. Not that I blamed him. I wasn’t sure I understood it, either. But it was a feeling, a sense that I was an incomplete puzzle, and that without another child I would never find that last center piece.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I just—I don’t know, Flynn. I can’t explain it any better than I have.”

      “What if I say yes, Barrett? What if I agree and we make it happen and then you realize it’s not about a baby at all? What if it’s something different?”

      “Tarnished metal,” I said quietly.

      “What?”

      “I feel like tarnished metal. I feel worn out and dull. I want something new and beautiful. Something that lights me up. Something that gives me a purpose.”

      His brow furrowed. “You don’t think you have a purpose? What about the SINS?”

      “What about it?” I asked, raising my brows. “We are more than just the SINS, Flynn.”

      “Just like we are more than just parents.”

      “Touché.”

      “You were lost for so long,” he said, pitching his voice low. “With the lads, I mean. You made no secret of that fact. They changed our lives, for the better of course, but there was a time that you weren’t—that you…”

      “I wasn’t myself,” I finished for him. “I know.”

      “That could happen again. With a new baby.”

      “Maybe.” I turned my head to look in the direction where the boys had run to. I couldn’t see them, of course. No doubt causing havoc and chaos.

      “I’m concerned,” he said. “You’re not what I’d call maternal. Not in the traditional sense, and yet you’d do anything for your children. But they can’t fill the void inside you. I don’t think another baby will change anything for you. It’ll just change us. Our entire dynamic and life will change all over again.”

      He took me into his arms. “Really think about why you’re asking for this. And if you come to me and you can look me in the eye and say clearly and for sure why you want this, then I’ll seriously consider it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          FLYNN

        

      

    

    
      I sat down on the plush leather couch in my private study and had to stifle a moan of relief. Tonight, I would sleep in my own bed. After weeks on the yacht seeing to business with Hadrian, I was glad to be home. The yacht was comfortable. I’d made sure of it. But there was nothing like the sanctuary of your own house.

      “You look exhausted,” Duncan said from the other couch. “We should’ve waited to have a family dinner until you were settled in.”

      “It’s fine,” I assured him.

      The lads were currently with my aunt and uncle in Ireland, so the house was unusually quiet. Having Duncan, Ash, and their children over to our house for an evening meal had been a buffer between me and Barrett. We hadn’t been on the same footing since she’d brought up the subject of another baby nearly a week ago, and we hadn’t talked about it since.

      “How was Monaco?” Duncan asked.

      “Productive. We start construction on the new hotel in the spring.”

      “And Hadrian?”

      “Lovesick.” I grinned. “He barely lets Sterling out of his sight.”

      Duncan chuckled. “Possessive.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” I grinned. “He’s buying some mines in South America and asked if we wanted to diversify.”

      “And you said?”

      “I said yes.”

      The world was changing quickly. I often wondered what it would look like by the time the boys were of age and took their place alongside me.

      “Something else is weighing on you,” Duncan said.

      I sighed. “Is it that obvious?”

      “I read you better than anyone. Except for your wife, of course.”

      “My wife,” I murmured. “The source of my tension.”

      “Are you fighting?”

      “No.”

      Duncan frowned. “Then what is it?”

      “I’m getting Barrett’s equivalent of the cold shoulder.”

      “Why? What did you do?”

      “Me?” I raised my brows. “What makes you think I did something?”

      “I’m assuming.”

      “Barrett wants another bairn,” I stated.

      Duncan lowered his glass of SINNERS scotch from his lips and peered at me, his eyes silver in the low firelight. “Well, that’s an interesting turn of events, considering you had a procedure that’s effectively neutered you.”

      “Thanks for reminding me,” I remarked dryly. I reached for the cigar box resting on the Biedermeier end table and held it out to Duncan. He shook his head in polite denial. I took out a bold and spicy Cuban cigar, a gift from Mateo Sanchez. The bastard wanted to fuck my wife, but at least he possessed the gentility to offer fine cigars and top shelf liquor to his business associates.

      I quickly cut off the end of the cigar and lit it.

      “Barrett is welcome to one of ours,” Duncan said with a wry grin. “Tell her to take the baby. He won’t sleep the night through and I’m dying.”

      “I’m not sure she really wants another baby,” I said. “I think she thinks she wants another one because she doesn’t really know what she wants.”

      “Say that again? In plain English this time.”

      I sighed. “Why now? Why another baby now? It doesn’t make sense to me, Duncan. She says she’s willing to adopt…”

      “Maybe this is more than a whim,” Duncan said. “Maybe she really does want another bairn.”

      “Maybe. I want her to be happy. You know I do. You know I’d do anything if it made her happy.”

      I set my cigar in the antique crystal ashtray next to me. I rose from the chair and walked to the fireplace and rested my forearm against the mantle, clenching my fist as I stared into the flames.

      “I’m sensing a but. How do you feel about another baby? About adoption?”

      I looked at the man I considered a brother, even though we didn’t share the same bloodline. “I love our life the way it is. I don’t want it to change.”

      “Then say no. You have three lads already. And they’re a handful.”

      I sighed in frustration. “She says…she says our family doesn’t feel complete. That something—someone—is missing. I can’t be the reason she doesn’t feel complete, Duncan. But I’m not convinced this is best for us.”

      He stared at me for a long moment.

      I sighed. “I think I feel pangs of guilt.”

      “About what?” he demanded.

      “Bringing her into our way of life. Her whole world changed when she decided to be with me.”

      “Your whole world changed, too,” he reasoned.

      “It’s not the same. I grew up in the SINS. She didn’t.”

      He lifted his glass of scotch to his lips and sipped. “I guess you have to ask yourself the real question then: will she resent you if you don’t give her another baby?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you afraid you won’t be able to love a child that’s not of your blood? Not of Barrett’s blood?”

      I fell silent.

      “Ah,” he said with a slow nod. “I see. You really should’ve discussed this with Sasha. He could give you better insight on the matter.”

      I scratched a thumb across my stubbled jaw. “I thought about calling him. But he and I—most moments, most situations, I can forget that he once loved my wife and wanted her for his own. I know he’s in love with Quinn. I know it. But talking to Sasha about bringing another child into my family feels…”

      “Cruel.”

      “Aye. Cruel.”

      “Loving Barrett has changed you. Made you softer.”

      “Hey,” I warned. “I’m not soft.”

      “I didn’t call you soft. But some of your—how shall I say it—your rougher edges, have been filed down a bit.”

      “This is why we have to ensure we raise tough men. Because when we’re old, we’ll be soft and used to comfort, and we won’t remember what we spent our lives fighting for.”

      “Do you think Da was soft in the end?” Duncan asked.

      “No. Malcolm wasn’t soft.”

      I returned to my seat. I needed more time to think about what Barrett was asking for.

      “Whatever you decide, it will be right,” Duncan said.

      “Shut up, ye bastard,” I said with a laugh. “What if it were Ash? And she wanted another?”

      “If Ash wanted to adopt because we couldn’t have another, I would do it,” he said without pause. “There are children that need a home, and we’ve got one. Family is everything, brother, and you know as well as I do that sometimes family isn’t made by blood. Family is clan…family is life. Look,” he continued, “even if wanting another baby is just a mask for something deeper, in the end, you’d be doing something meaningful. How bad could it be?”

      We fell into a pensive silence. We drank the rest of our scotch, and I finished my cigar without speaking. His words resonated in my bones, and I replayed them over and over in my head to the sound of a crackling fire.

      Family.

      Aye.

      There was nothing more important than family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      “I never thought Wee Duncan would fall asleep,” Ash said as she kicked off her shoes and plopped down onto the couch of the castle turret. She pulled a blanket around her even though a wood fire had been lit and lent warmth and a cheery atmosphere to the otherwise cold stone.

      “He did seem a bit fussier than usual,” I said.

      “He’s teething.”

      “Ah, been there,” I said in understanding.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For inviting us to stay the night. It would be much quieter for you if we went home, though.”

      I smiled. “I’m their godmother. I love having them here. I love the insanity.”

      “You do not,” she said with a wry chuckle.

      “I do,” I promised. “And if the boys were here, it would be a three-ring circus and I’d be the ringmaster.”

      “You miss them,” she concluded.

      “I do.” I sighed. “The quiet is…too quiet.”

      “They’ll be back soon.” She looked around my private refuge. “I love the remodel.”

      “Thank you.” I had dreamt for years of filling the room with ancient texts and leather-bound books so I could spend my time deciphering history, wishing to glean insight for the future, but as the wife of Flynn Campbell, as the mother of his children, I had other duties. So I’d turned the turret into a lounge, a place to sit quietly and dream.

      “Do you think it would be easier if we all lived in the same castle? The Buchanans could have a wing and the Campbells could have the other?” I asked in amusement.

      “There’s a thought.” She grinned. “We do spend more time together than apart. That’s weird, isn’t it?”

      “Probably. But I love it,” I admitted.

      “Good, me too.”

      Ash wasn’t just my best friend; she was the sister I never had. We’d been through so much: deaths, births, and emotional turmoil. We’d seen each other at our worst. There were things she knew about me, things I never would’ve shared with her if she hadn’t married Duncan…if she hadn’t come into this life.

      We had both fallen in love with men who lived in the morally gray, and now we were bound by loyalty and history. Bonds that were too strong to be broken.

      I would stand in front of her and take a bullet if I had to, just as I would for any of my own children. Or my husband. Or Sasha and Quinn, Ramsey, Duncan, and Ash’s wee ones.

      Kin.

      The fire crackled as flames licked the burning wood.

      “Wine?” I asked her.

      “Please.”

      I got up and went to the liquor cart and opened a bottle of red wine, courtesy of Angelo Moretti. He was a bastard, but the man knew how to make wine.

      “What do you think our men are talking about?” Ash asked.

      The cork slid out of the bottle with a soft pop and poured two glasses. “Probably about the fact that I want another baby.”

      Her blue eyes widened. “You what?”

      “Want another baby,” I repeated, handing her a glass and then lifting mine to my lips. It was rich and complex, and I could almost taste the ancient soil of Naples.

      “Barrett?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You can’t just stop there,” Ash stated. “Are you serious? You want another baby?”

      “I do.”

      “But Flynn’s vasectomy and your pelvis injury⁠—”

      “I’m talking about adoption.”

      “I see.”

      She didn’t push me to continue speaking, choosing instead to silently wait as I gathered my words.

      “I didn’t get to decide,” I said softly. “My children were…unexpected.” I looked at her.

      She nodded.

      “Unexpected, but so welcome.” I smiled. “From the moment they open their eyes in the morning until they fall asleep at night, I cherish every moment with them.”

      I took my wine and went to the window, pulling back the heavy black velvet drapes to stare out across the acreage. Thunder rumbled like an angry toddler.

      “I thought I was finished… No, I thought we were finished having children. But something happened a few months ago. I don’t even know what it was, but I started to want another one.”

      “Did you get bored?”

      “Bored?” I snorted. “As Flynn Campbell’s wife? Please.”

      She chuckled, but then sobered. “Then what is this? Where did it come from?”

      “No idea. It’s just…there. Like this feeling that there’s a missing piece of my life and I have to have it.”

      “The sheep doesn’t fill that void for you?”

      I grinned and turned to look at her over my shoulder. “No. Betty doesn’t fill that void.”

      “And what about Flynn?”

      “He’s happy the way things are. He doesn’t want our life to change.” I bit my lip and then took a sip of wine. “He also has concerns.”

      “Concerns about what?”

      “About why I want another baby in the first place.”

      She frowned. “This doesn’t sound like you.”

      “And what am I supposed to sound like?”

      “I don’t know. You’re Barrett.”

      “What the hell does that mean? Is this about my maternal side?”

      “No.” Ash shook her head. “It’s just—your boys are potty trained, they’re in school, they have nannies, and are starting to find their own interests and activities. You kind of have your life back, a bit, you know? You could do something else with all your free time. Get back into history. Hell, you could teach Scottish history. It’s what you were going for when⁠—”

      “When my brother changed the course of my entire life and I fell into Flynn’s nefarious clutches?”

      “Well, yeah. You finally have the chance to focus on yourself again. New avenues. Old avenues. Whatever… I mean, I’m kind of with Flynn on this one. I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t need you to understand,” I said in exasperation. “I need you to support me.”

      “Okay, I support you.” She paused. “Will you push Flynn to do this?”

      “No. I won’t push Flynn.”

      “He’ll come around. Flynn has never been able to deny you anything.”

      “Maybe.” I frowned. “I can’t—no, I won’t back him into a corner. If he doesn’t want another baby, I won’t resent him for it.”

      “Just as easy as that, huh? You won’t resent him for not giving you what you need?”

      I faced her and took a sip of wine. “He doesn’t resent me for my relationship with Sasha.”

      “But there’s nothing between you and Sasha now except deep friendship,” she pointed out.

      “Still, if the shoe were on the other foot and there was a woman in Flynn’s life, a woman he was as close to as I am to Sasha, I don’t think I’d be as understanding.”

      “Marriage isn’t about keeping score.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head. “No. Otherwise, Duncan could’ve held a lot of things against me, but he hasn’t.”

      “How do you know?” I inquired. “How do you know he hasn’t held anything against you?”

      “Blind faith.”

      “Blind delusion, you mean?” I laughed, but it sounded sardonic.

      “Are you happy?” she asked bluntly.

      “Happy,” I repeated. “Right now? Yes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “But there’s this feeling of more. Like, purpose or something. I’m dying for a purpose.”

      “Children, though a blessing, are not your sole reason for living. You can’t look to them to fill that space inside of you. They’ll grow up and move away. They’ll form their own lives, and then where will you be?”

      I frowned into my glass and then tossed back the rest of my wine.

      She studied me for a long moment and then asked, “Another bottle?”

      I grinned, forcing the moment to be light when I felt anything but. “Do you even have to ask?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 5


          

          FLYNN

        

      

    

    
      I strode into the kitchen the next morning and asked, “Has anyone seen my wife?”

      Ash gazed at me in confusion as she reached for her mug of tea. “I thought she was still asleep. We were up late and had a lot of wine.”

      “Aye, I know.”

      Barrett had climbed into bed and turned toward me, sliding her body over mine. Her skin glowed in the moonlight as we came together in a fit of passion.

      I’d fallen asleep with her in my arms and woken up to find her gone.

      “She’s probably out at the stables,” Duncan suggested. “It was a bad storm last night. No doubt she wanted to comfort the beasties.”

      “Good thinking.”

      I strode outside, not bothering with a coat, and trekked to the stables. Old Hugh was brushing a gray Highland pony, but he looked up when I approached.

      “Good morning, Mr. Campbell,” he greeted in a thick Scottish burr.

      “Morning, Hugh. Have you seen my wife? Did she come out to spend time with the horses?”

      Hugh shook his head. “No, sir. I haven’t seen Mrs. Campbell.”

      I held in my sigh of frustration but couldn’t ignore my gut reaction that Barrett was no longer on the grounds.

      Patting the gray pony, I spent the next few minutes talking to Hugh, which was no easy feat considering the man was tacit on a good day.

      And today was not a good day.

      “Was she there?” Duncan asked when I came back inside.

      “No.” I exhaled and rubbed the back of my neck.

      “Maybe she just went for a drive?” Ash speculated. “Isn’t that a possibility?”

      I looked at Duncan and his expression tightened in understanding.

      “I don’t think she went for a drive, Ash,” I muttered.

      “Wait, do you think she just left? With us here? Without a note or a phone call?” Ash shook her head. “I don’t buy it.”

      “She did seem a bit distracted during dinner last night,” Duncan pointed out.

      “Do you think…” Ash began, and then ceased speaking.

      “What?” I commanded.

      “Is this about her wanting another baby?” Ash blurted out.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” My brow furrowed. “This baby thing… It feels like it came out of nowhere.”

      “We’ve all been through a lot the last several years,” Duncan remarked quietly. “Is it possible the stress of it has finally gotten to her and she just needed some time to herself?”

      “It’s possible, but why didn’t she call or text?” I pondered everything that had led us to this point in time. “It’s not just the baby thing. She’s been…restless. I thought with enough romantic getaways, enough hotel openings, enough time with the bairns, it would go away.” I met Ash’s gaze and found truth in her eyes. A truth that could not be concealed or brushed away like dust on a fireplace mantle.

      “You noticed it too,” I stated. “Her changing?”

      Ash nodded.

      “Where did she go?” Duncan mused. “To him?”

      I adamantly shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “She runs to him every time something’s wrong,” Duncan pointed out. “We all know this.”

      “He would’ve called me. If she was there, he would’ve called me,” I insisted.

      “Sasha’s loyalty is to her,” Duncan said. “Barrett comes first in his mind, always.”

      “Not anymore. Quinn is his woman now,” Ash said.

      If I’d been alone, I would’ve poured a glass of scotch, damn the time. But I wasn’t alone. Even though I considered Ash and Duncan family, I still didn’t want them to witness my lack of control over this situation. Thank God the lads were with my aunt and uncle. It would’ve been hell trying to explain this to them.

      Maybe she’d waited to leave until they were visiting family. I didn’t believe she’d leave her children for any length of time.

      “Have you called him?” Ash asked.

      “And let him know my wife is missing?” My tone was bitter. “And give him a chance to gloat?”

      “Sasha wouldn’t gloat,” Ash insisted. “Not after…not now. He’s changed. As Duncan pointed out, we’ve all changed.”

      One thing I knew as a constant was Barrett and Sasha. It was eating me alive not knowing where she was, but I’d be damned if I would call and ask if she was with him.

      We were all silent for a moment and then realization dawned. “I’m such an eejit. God, how could I have been so stupid?”

      “What?” Duncan asked with a furrowed brow.

      “It’s the anniversary,” I announced. “The anniversary of his death.”

      Emotion roiled through me as I realized that today was the anniversary of the day Barrett killed Igor Dolinsky.
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          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      “Mrs. Campbell!”

      I brushed the snow from my peacoat and smiled. “Good afternoon, Hildie,” I said in her native tongue. “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Barrett?”

      “It wouldn’t be appropriate. Come in, come in,” the housekeeper replied in Russian. “You were supposed to be here hours ago!”

      “Ah, yeah. The plane had trouble landing due to visibility, and on the drive here, the snowstorm hit.”

      Hildie looked behind me, her already wrinkled forehead creasing even more as she frowned. “You drove yourself from the airport?”

      “Da.”

      Hildie’s mouth closed and then she shut the door. I was immediately enveloped by warmth and familiarity.

      “I’ve had borscht on for a few hours and a loaf of bread has just finished baking.”

      I cradled her papery cheek in my hand. “You’re a doll.”

      “No luggage, I see.”

      “Why pack when I know I have everything I need here?” I asked with a droll smile.

      “How long will you stay?” she asked, ushering me into the foyer.

      “A few days.”

      “And your husband? The children? Will they be joining you? Will I finally get to meet them?”

      “So many questions, Hildie.” I chuckled. “Just a quick solo trip. Flynn is at home in Dornoch. The children are spending time with their great aunt and uncle in Ireland, and then we’ll have a quiet Christmas together.”

      I headed for the staircase. Hildie meant well, but I was attempting to be evasive about my reason for being alone and I could tell she knew.

      “How was Monaco?”

      “Wonderful. We break ground on the new hotel in the spring.”

      She shook her head. “Where do you find the energy to travel the way you do? I’d prefer to spend my time next to a roaring fire with a good book.”

      It had been a long time since I’d sat and enjoyed something so simple. I wasn’t even sure I knew how to live in the stillness, preferring instead to stay busy. It didn’t stop me from thinking, though. Nothing ever did.

      “I’m going to take a bath and then I’ll eat in the dining room.”

      “There are fresh sheets on the bed, and I’ve had your cashmere pressed.”

      “What would I do without you, Hildie?” I asked.

      “You never have to find out, Mrs. Campbell.”

      Grinning, I took the stairs, my hand gliding along the wooden bannister. It was like no time had passed since I’d last been to this place. Sasha had bought Dolinsky’s home years ago, but he never came here. I had full run of the house and the grounds. I was the one who kept in contact with Hildie.

      It was strange. I knew it was. My relationship with Sasha. Our connection to this home. The fact that Flynn didn’t know.

      The door to my room was open and the four-poster bed had already been turned down. I walked to the ornate armoire and pulled out a gray sweater and black trousers. In the chest of drawers, I found undergarments and a pair of warm woolen socks.

      I placed them all on the bed and then stripped on my way to the bathroom. The drapes were pulled back to reveal the heavy, fat snowflakes that had begun falling halfway through my drive. After slowing to a crawl on the icy road, I was glad to have arrived safe and sound. It had been far too long since I’d driven myself. It wasn’t as easy, now. Not with the limp.

      My hip and knee were sore. I drew a bath and sprinkled my favorite bath salts and effervescent pods into the water. I tied up my hair, wishing I had the hairpin that Flynn had given me. But I’d left it in Dornoch.

      My soak in the tub was leisurely and I thought of the people I loved back home. They swirled in my head like the steam from my bath. They were never far from my mind, even when I attempted to push them away. Guilt swarmed my insides, feasting on the blackened part of me that had long ago been my heart.

      No doubt Flynn was going insane, wondering where I’d gone. To leave him like that, without a word… What must he be thinking? But I couldn’t—didn’t—have anything left in me to give him at that moment. Maybe it was selfish. Fuck, I knew it was selfish, but I just couldn’t bring myself to contact him.

      It wasn’t about the baby. It wasn’t about him denying me. I could’ve pushed harder, demanded it from him. But that wasn’t my way with Flynn. He rarely denied me a thing. We had a beautiful life together.

      For days, weeks, I’d felt like I was moving through a fog. And then I’d woken up in the middle of the night after being with him and it was so clear what I had to do.

      I had to come here.

      “You’re a cruel, beautiful woman,” Igor Dolinsky’s ghost said to me.

      “I’m aware,” I replied.

      His brown eyes delved into mine as he leaned against the sink, standing there like a monument to what he once was. Honesty pierced the moment. “Not a day goes by that I don’t miss you.” His English was accented with Russian. He was cultured, dapper. Old world. A monster that had turned me violent, ruthless, and lethal.

      Even now, years later, my feelings for Igor were complicated. When he was alive, he’d brought my baser instincts to the surface. I’d learned to manipulate emotions, exploiting the weakness of lust. And in the end, I’d killed him. His death by my hand didn’t weigh me down. It was everything that had come before it. I’d told myself time and time again that I’d been pretending he was Flynn when I kissed him. But it hadn’t been the truth. I’d found pleasure in Igor’s arms, and for that, I’d never forgive myself.

      Igor smile was pained. “Moya krasotka.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I snapped.

      “Why? Does it remind you of what could’ve been? If you’d chosen me?” He took a step toward me and crouched down next to the tub so that we were eye level. Igor reached out and trailed his finger across my collar bone.

      I slapped his hand away, but his words made me tremble. They rearranged my heart, split apart my soul, and opened it, revealing an avalanche of grief, desire, and guilt.

      “When you shot me in the heart,” he paused, as if weighing his words, “did you kill only me? Or did part of you die that day as well?”

      “Stop it, Igor.”

      “You prove me right, again. I’m part of you. You know this. Everything I ask out loud, you’ve asked yourself a dozen times already.”

      “I killed you because I loved Flynn…I love Flynn.”

      “You love me, too.”

      “What I feel for you isn’t love.”

      “Then what is it?” he demanded.

      “Hell if I know.”

      “We could’ve been happy together. If you’d chosen me.”

      I mulishly clamped my mouth shut, but it didn’t stop the truth from leaking into my expression.

      “You came here, to this house, the house I once brought you to. Why? Because you can’t let me go. You say you want to, but I know that you don’t. You come here once a year on the anniversary of the day you took everything from me.” He cocked his head to the side. “You haven’t told your husband. You’ve kept this a secret from him. It’s a betrayal. This house that you share with Sasha but not your husband.”

      “This would hurt Flynn. I wouldn’t even know how to explain it to him. And I’m allowed to have secrets. He doesn’t have to know everything about me. I guarantee there are things I don’t know about him, even after all this time.”

      “Secrets,” Igor murmured. “Da. But this isn’t the only secret you’re keeping from him, is it?”

      The water had long since turned cold, but my body was hot. Feverish. On fire. From the words and truths spewing from a ghost I’d been unable to exorcise.

      “Do you ever think about it?” Igor asked.

      “Think about what?” I asked as I stood up from the bath and reached for a towel and wrapped it around me.

      “What a life together would have looked like?”

      “No, I don’t think about it,” I said, stepping from the tub. “My life is exactly as it should be. When I think of you, I only think of the woman I was before. She was innocent and naïve. She was a pawn. She was stupid. I refuse to live with regrets. And I have no remorse over pulling the trigger.”

      “I’m the reason you became a queen,” he pointed out. “I’m the reason your husband keeps your council. Because of me, you stripped away a level of your humanity. You earned your respect of some of the most powerful men in the world. You have a place at their negotiation table. Make no mistake, because of me, your value has increased.”

      Igor followed me out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. “What could we have done together? The world will never know.”

      “So maudlin,” I muttered.

      “We would’ve had a girl first,” he said.

      “Stop,” I commanded as I reached for my clothes.

      “I always liked the name Rose.”

      I quickly pulled on my trousers, sweater, and then my socks, and then I fled the room. Igor trailed behind me.

      “I would’ve hired someone to paint you,” he said. “Wearing nothing but mink and diamonds, round with my child.”

      I traversed the staircase, my hand on the bannister.

      “After about a year, I would’ve gotten you pregnant again. This time with my heir.”

      I was on the verge of asking what his name would’ve been, but I bit my tongue, wanting—needing—to stop myself.

      “Ivan,” Igor said, answering my unasked question.

      I went into the dining room. The gleaming wooden table sat twelve, but there was only a place setting at the head of it. “Hildie!” I called.

      The older woman pushed through the swinging door. “Mrs. Campbell?”

      “I’d love a bowl of that borscht.” I forced a grin, trying to ignore the ghost at my shoulder.

      “Right away,” she said. “There’s a bottle of Merlot⁠—”

      “Yes, perfect.” I sat down and reached for the black napkin that had been folded into a swan and set it across my lap.

      Igor took the chair next to me, his gaze unwavering. Thankfully, he remained blessedly silent.

      Hildie returned with a bowl of red borscht and a thick slice of dark brown bread. She set the food down in front of me and said, “I’ll get that bottle of wine.”

      I smiled up at her. “Thank you for taking such good care of me.”

      She touched my shoulder in a silent gesture of gratitude and retreated to the kitchen. She came back a moment later, the bottle already uncorked. Hildie poured the wine and when she went to take the bottle back to the kitchen, I said, “Leave it, please.”

      Hildie set the bottle down. “Anything else I can get you?”

      “No, thank you. You can go home.” Hildie lived on the grounds with her husband in a carriage house that had been converted.
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