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For all the captive birds who adore every inch of their familiar forests.
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If you’re here after reading the Monsters Duet, you already know that Winnie and Ky have quite a history. There are some unanswered questions about Winnie’s mental health left over from the previous books, but instead of spelling things out in black and white, I’ll leave it up to each reader who spends time with this version of Winnie to determine if she’s afflicted by the same traits as her mother and grandmother.

This book is technically set in the near future, but I’m not quite sure how to create that type of world. So, I simply age the characters up and pretend they’re not living in a completely new timeline. I always say I have a hard enough time ensuring I tell a good story; I can’t invest my limited brainpower in envisioning futuristic cell phones and sneakers. They would be so dumb and uninspired.

In this same sort of vein, I know the term soccer is American, and football is the global title of the sport. You’ll see I switch between the two, just because it gets repetitive using the same wording over and over again. It’s also a regional indicator. I do the same thing with jail and prison, even though they are two distinctly different places in the justice system. I’m aiming for a more pleasurable reading experience when I choose to do this, versus 100 percent accuracy. It’s a creative choice you don’t have to love, but I at least want people to know it is intentional!

As always, I did my best to write a story that you can enjoy without needing to know the ins and outs of the previous books. However, if you’re not familiar with Colette Halliday before diving into this book, you should know that she is a true villain. Her misdeeds are legendary and outlined in the duet in great detail. All that trauma carries into Winnie’s story, affecting her worldview. Just imagine the worst possible woman in the world, who also happens to have endless money and influence—that’s Colette Halliday. She is also—most definitely—a serial killer, so imagine being raised by a woman like that. Big yikes.

If you’ve read the previous books, they provide a better backstory for why Winnie is so driven and so attached to the guy who is clearly not her best or only option. If their relationship seems a bit one-sided at first, it’s because all their teenage angst and Ky’s questionable behavior started back in those earlier stories. He’s one of my favorite heroes to date—he’s a bit of a loser who just can’t seem to turn his luck around. He definitely went to the Shane Baxter school of being a romance hero; he just happens to have someone who loves him, who has enough power and influence to keep him out of serious trouble.

Winnie is my first badass corporate girl, and Ky is my first (former) sports superstar. She’s also a chubby gal, and Ky loves every bit of her! It’s actually pretty cute to watch. They’ve got a great dynamic, and I think you’ll find their journey a lot of fun. I think it’ll be glaringly obvious that I was watching Succession and Severance while writing this book…lol.

AND, YES, I KNOW WINNIE SEEMS YOUNG TO TAKE ON A MAJOR CEO ROLE AT A MULTIBILLION-DOLLAR COMPANY. I’m screaming that in my head because if the scenario were flipped, and it was Ky—who is around the same age—who was the billionaire CEO character, I know not a damn person would comment on it. So, yeah. She’s in the role she was born to be in, and she’s going to be hella good at it as she grows.

There are plenty of glimpses of the family if you’re here for more Halliday chaos.

The princess and pauper vibe embodies everything I love about reading and writing romance.

I hope you enjoy these two previously caged birds learning to spread their wings as much as I did.

 

Love & Ink

Jay
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Ky

 

The beer in my hand had long gone warm and flat, but that didn’t stop me from chugging the unpleasant liquid down with an audible gulp as soon as I caught sight of a familiar face in the last place I expected. I was seven or eight beers in and had chased half of them with a shot of cheap whiskey. I figured my eyes might have been seeing what I wanted to see rather than what was really in front of me. I excelled at convincing myself that my reality was much better than it actually was. It was a skill left over from growing up in poverty and having a hard childhood.

I was a world-class liar and a top-tier con artist. Or at least I was until my true nature was brutally revealed for all to see. Hardly anyone questioned the bullshit that came out of my mouth on any given day, me included. I wanted to believe in the falsehoods that spilled from my lips more than anyone could imagine. I told myself it made perfect sense that the person I wanted with me most on the worst day of my life was suddenly standing in front of me with a distinctly disappointed look on her cherubic face.

I flicked my fingers in the air to signal to the bartender that I wanted another round. My Portuguese was awful, even though I’d been in Portugal for over a year. Fortunately, there was a universal language that everyone looking to drown their sorrows and disappear into a bottle spoke. The drunken and sloppy gestures made getting shitfaced in a foreign country relatively easy. Another pint of beer arrived in front of me at the same time the chair opposite mine was pulled out and occupied by an absolutely ethereal young woman.

When I last saw Winnie Halliday, we were teenagers from two very different walks of life. I was an underfunded public-school troublemaker, while she was a privileged, private-school princess. We had zero in common, and our paths were never meant to cross under normal circumstances. When they did, both of our lives erupted into chaos. There were wounds left on us to varying degrees; we parted bloody and broken. They were the type of injuries that still bled all these years later when poked and prodded.

I was sloppy drunk. Inebriated to the point that the face in front of me and the concerned eyes that I remembered being laced with gold were blurry and different from the ones in my memory. The Winnie in my fuzzy recollections was a skinny, frail, and shy young woman. It was obvious to anyone who looked at her that she’d been raised with exceptional privilege and had outstanding opportunities.

Everything about her screamed fragility and breakability. She was so well insulated by her billionaire family that no one could get close enough to her to cause any lasting damage. It made people want to harm her just to say they were the only ones who could. In a family like the Hallidays, one had to be on guard against those closest to them because they were the ones with the most to lose. Winnie lost her parents to family infighting and nearly lost her life when another branch decided she was better perceived as leverage than as a beloved grandchild. It made sense that she was no longer someone with wide-eyed innocence and a sheltered demeanor after all she’d survived.

The woman across from me, be she real or a figment of my drunken imagination, no longer seemed so brittle that she would crumble and blow away with a strong breeze.

Her elegant features looked softer on a face that had filled out and become rounded and slightly plump. Her hair was redder than I remembered. It was bright and vibrant in the dingy pub. Her hands were clutching a black bag that I was certain was something designer and priced at an amount that would make the average person want to throw up. I wasn’t exactly destitute anymore, but growing up dirt poor meant I developed a sixth sense for the things in life that were far out of my price range and seemed wasteful. Even though I’d made a small fortune over the years playing professional football, it would never come close to what Winnie Halliday was worth.

“I thought I saw you in Barcelona last year.” I lifted the pint glass and took a healthy swig. My words slurred together, but she didn’t seem to notice, or maybe she was beyond caring about my sorry state. “And I’m sure I caught sight of you in Rome the year before that.” I squinted and tried to bring her into focus, but I still saw three pretty, frowning faces. “Call me crazy, but you were also there in Brazil and in Paris the last time I went home to see my mom once she relocated to France. I know the rich have ample leisure time but following me around the world like a lost dog,” I picked the beer up and smirked at the heiress across from me, “is not a good look, Winnie. Unless you’ve been keeping track of me so you can enact your revenge from that night, or you’ve suddenly become an avid football fan, there’s no reason for you to keep tabs on me.”

“That night,” Winnie leaned on the table. Her expression was intense, but all I could focus on was the way the neck of her lacy top gaped open and revealed the delicate curve of her collarbone. She always had a snowy white complexion, but now her creamy skin was dotted with freckles like she’d been spending a lot of time in the sun. It was probably easier for her to move unnoticed in Europe. She didn’t have to stay confined to secure buildings and locations while abroad. “Did you help my grandfather kidnap me, Ky? Did you tell him about the drydock and help him escape on the ferry?”

That was the question.

Was I capable of helping her grandfather, who was an unrepentant schemer and philanderer, organize and arrange a kidnapping that defied multiple levels of law enforcement, and one of the wealthiest families in the world? Afterall, there was no way Winnie would’ve trusted the old conman unless I encouraged her to give him a chance, despite everyone else in her life warning her to steer clear.

The one that lingered between us. The one thing Winnie’s very rich uncle didn’t bother to ask and instead, paid my mother more money than either of us could imagine to leave the city. And Winnie. I was never supposed to look back. Those were questions I never wanted to answer for anyone because it meant whoever was asking believed I had it in me to leverage my budding relationship with the naïve Winnie into a nearly deadly trap that involved kidnapping and extortion. I was poor and stubborn, but I’d never thought I gave the impression I was heartless and cruel. I cared about Winnie, the best I was able at the time.

Clearly my best wasn’t enough, because she still wanted answers to those questions from so long ago.

I’d rather she ask me why I’d been kicked off my current team and banned from playing professionally from this point forward. That felt like it might be an easier conversation to have.

“Do you think I helped that old man kidnap you, Winnie?” I tossed the question back at her, almost instantly forgetting that she blatantly ignored my accusation that she was stalking me around the globe and following my every move.

I’d been playing football at the professional level since I was a teenager. It was my dream to play for one of the premier football leagues. With Winnie’s uncle willing to do anything to keep me away from her, it was only a matter of a handshake to get me on the pitch and ensconced on a team that offered me the opportunity to play my way up.

I busted my ass and never complained when I was benched or traded. I jumped from league to league, traveling from country to country. I practiced my ass off and tried to make myself unbeatable and unstoppable. I made a bit of a name for myself, finally started to see results, and just recently got the call that I was getting pulled up to one of the teams in Portugal’s professional league, the Primeira Liga. I thought that all my dreams were coming true, and all my hustle and heartache were finally worth it. I should’ve known that guys like me never got what they wished for in the end.

Winnie’s death grip on her bag relaxed, and her expression smoothed out. “You are excellent at ruining a good thing when you’ve got it, Ky. I may never know what part you played that night, but I’ve been watching you systematically destroy your biggest love to cover for your mother, so I do believe you could’ve helped him if you thought it was your only option.”

I couldn’t argue with any of what she said.

I was capable of almost anything if the ends justified the means. Which is what led me to being on the cusp of getting everything I’d ever wanted and royally fucking it up beyond repair.

I was twenty-two years old, one of the few American-born players who managed to break through into different international leagues. I was weeks away from being a starting player on a Premier League team when it all disappeared under fierce accusations of gambling and match fixing. It wasn’t just any run-of-the-mill gambling, but gambling against my own teams and games. Currently, I was under a FIFA investigation for intentionally throwing games so I could bet heavily on the winning team and take home a windfall by stacking the odds in favor of the opposing team. The stigma of gambling was already enough to tank my career. When you added in the fact that I was dragging all the people who gave me a chance and boosted me up each time I fell into the muck and mire on my way to the top, fans of the sport were ready to convict me and condemn me before the investigation got started. I was the most hated man who had ever stepped onto the pitch.

I was a pariah.

Even if my name were cleared, nobody would let me play for them. No team was ever going to trust me. There were zero fans who would dare support me.

The minute any team I was part of lost, even if it had nothing to do with me, I would be the scapegoat. I’d forever carry the success and failure on my shoulders, even though it was a team sport. I was a ready-made example of why it was so hard for foreigners to play on the international stage and the ideal lesson for up-and-coming players in what not to do. My entire life had been building to this point, and now the hard-won opportunity was snatched away before I even got the chance to fight for it.

It was fitting that Winnie was here to witness me losing everything that mattered to me. My fucked-up karma meant she obviously needed to have front-row seats to my downfall. Honestly, no one deserved it more.

I gestured for a refill and something stronger. The lukewarm beer sat heavily in my gut and wasn’t giving quite the burn I needed to forget everything.

We sat in silence until the round arrived. I blinked in surprise when Winnie reached for the whiskey and tossed it back like a pro. This was a far cry from drinking out of expensive crystal and sipping high-end booze that ran hundreds of dollars per sip on a private jet. However, she didn’t even flinch and ordered another one before I even picked up my pint glass.

“What are you doing here, Winnie? I’m sure the heiress to Halliday Inc. has better things to do than play fangirl to a washed-up soccer player.” I lifted my eyebrows and smirked in her direction. “Or did you rush to Lisbon the second you heard I was under investigation? Are you here to grease the wheels of justice? Those figureheads at FIFA have a history of going wherever the money guides them.” It was nonsense. Once the gambling came to light, and the clear proof I was losing games on purpose was put in front of me, I knew my career was over, regardless of what the head of the organization found while investigating me. I would be lucky if I didn’t end up in a European jail when it was all said and done.

None of my current bad choices had anything to do with Winnie Halliday.

“Should I be honored that someone like you sees me as the villain in their life?” Her delicate features shifted into an expression of disbelief. “That’s not a role I ever envisioned for myself, but I like it. Villains seem to have more fun than anyone else—at least until someone stops them.”

I swallowed a mouthful of beer and glared at her over the rim of the glass. I was too inebriated to go toe to toe with her verbally.

This version of Winnie Halliday was sharper, tougher, and more cunning than the teenage girl from my memories. She still screamed cultured refinement with every movement, but the invisible barrier I always imagined between us no longer seemed to be as impenetrable as it once was. Somewhere along the way, Winnie Halliday became more human and less like an antique porcelain doll. She was no longer on a shelf collecting dust. She was out in the real world, risking cracks and breaks just like the rest of us.

“If I show you a real fun time, will you go the fuck away? I never want to see you again, Winnie. I can’t stress enough how much I regret getting mixed up with the Hallidays back then.” I approached them with ulterior motives when I thought Win Halliday was going to use any means necessary to separate me from my mother. I learned the hard way that a Halliday never suffered fools lightly. I was digging my own grave and didn’t even know it.

Perfectly manicured fingernails tapped on the table, and her rust-colored eyebrows raised mockingly. “Do you think you’re capable of showing anyone anything? Look at the state you’re in, Ky. You’ve never looked worse.”

I snorted and involuntarily nudged the pint glass out of the way. “I’m a professional athlete. I can perform under any conditions.”

“You were a professional athlete. Now, you’re just a messy drunk who is feeling sorry for himself, even though you created this situation with your own two hands. You don’t have much to offer, Ky. You never did.”

It was my turn to scoff. “Is that why you’ve been chasing me all over hell and back for so many years? Because I have nothing to offer?”

Her pale cheeks flooded with color, and her teeth bit into her lower lip nervously. Her hazel eyes held a million different colors and just as many secrets. I shouldn’t be surprised she learned how to be dishonest, but I was admittedly uneasy when she lied directly to my face.

“Whoever you saw wasn’t me. Do you think my Uncle Win would let me trail after you like a stray dog? You have to know that Hallidays are required to have more decorum than that.”

She slipped back into the role of entitled heiress so effortlessly that I nearly forgot she showed up in this out-of-the-way pub when she was supposed to be attending classes at her college in Spain. I was here because I wanted to drink until I forgot what was happening to my career and lick my wounds where no one was likely to recognize me. I’d never been in this establishment before, so there was absolutely no reason for Winnie to show up here out of the blue.

I staggered to my feet, accidentally bumped the table, and sent the half-full pint of beer flying. The bartender yelled at me in Portuguese while Winnie apologized and reached out to grab my arm as I stumbled. She was soft, and she smelled good. It was impossible to keep myself from leaning my weight against her as she paid the bill and did her best to drag me out of the pub. I belatedly noticed there were plenty of lush female curves pressed against me. She was no longer too skinny and starved for more than affection.

I let her guide me to a sleek, black car. I didn’t bother asking her where we were going. My place in the city center was out of the question since sports media and gossip reporters from different tabloids were likely surrounding it. They’d been like vultures since the news broke. I knew they were waiting for a glimpse of me looking downtrodden and woeful. I knew that I would never be repentant enough for those who called for my head. It’d been a little over a week since I’d been dismissed, and the fervor hadn’t died down at all.

Winnie’s family made its fortune in real estate development, and one of her uncles was involved with hotel and resort planning. It wasn’t worth asking if the Hallidays owned property somewhere on the Iberian Peninsula; I just assumed they did. Her family’s reach was endless. I knew that before making a deal with her uncle to disappear, but I’d forgotten how hard it was to wiggle out of the grasp of someone who held the world in their hands.

Winnie and I didn’t speak on the ride to the luxury condominium complex. I kept my eyes closed and ignored her while trying to sober up and convince myself that the best way to get rid of her was to prove every terrible thing she might think of me to be absolutely true. As long as Winnie Halliday stayed intrigued and partially infatuated with me, I would never know a minute of peace.

Her attention was too expensive for a guy who was about to have less than two pennies to rub together.

I followed her into a luxury condo that was triple the size of mine and didn’t let her so much as put her purse down before I yanked her into my arms and planted a feverish and impatient kiss on her pouty lips.

She made a breathy sound and reached up to wrap her arms around my neck. I wondered if I tasted like abject failure because she tasted as fresh and fancy as she looked. And she kissed as innocently and awkwardly as I imagined. If I were a betting man—which the entire professional football association believed me to be—I would put money down that I was the first person who ever got to kiss Winnie Halliday. I was the first to use my tongue to tease a taste from her, the first to put my hands on her flawless flesh and feel her quiver uncontrollably. There was no doubt that no one else had ever gotten the opportunity to strip her bare and pin her against the wall so they could go down on her. And there wasn’t a single soul who tumbled her into a massive bed and made her gasp and moan through emotional tears while they fucked her. I was drunk, but no matter how inebriated I was, the sounds she made and the way she whispered my name like it was something special were going to stick with me for a lifetime.

That memorable night, I managed to make her come a few times despite being clumsy and rough. I knew I would never forget what it felt like to be her first. The only lie I told that I never convinced myself to believe was that Winnie Halliday meant nothing to me and that I wanted nothing to do with her, in my past, present, or future.
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Winnie Halliday

 

Sixish years later

 

“Do you have any enemies?”

I looked at the middle-aged police officer who asked the question and tried not to roll my eyes.

“My last name is Halliday. Of course, I have enemies.” More than I could count on my ten fingers and ten toes. I’d run out of breath trying to list business adversaries and disgruntled employees alone when he asked for a list of suspects. “But I can’t think of any who were aware of my recent travel plans. I decided to move up my return to the city at the last minute.”

I received a call that my Uncle Alistair was stepping down as the acting CEO of Halliday Inc. and moving to more of a figurehead position. I always thought that when he was ready to step down from his leadership role, my Aunt Bellamy would take over the day-to-day operations of the global, multibillion-dollar corporation. She’d been my uncle’s right hand for so long; she deserved the recognition and promotion far more than I did. I wasn’t the only one surprised when she decided to step away from the conglomerate altogether once her husband cut back his responsibilities. I was stunned when I heard she wanted to take some time away from work to focus on their family. My cousins were getting old enough to notice that their parents were rarely home and often missed important moments in their lives. It took several generations for the Hallidays to learn that no amount of money could make up for the memories they didn’t get to make with loved ones while feeding the beast that was the family business.

No one demanded that I return to the States and helm the centuries-old conglomerate. My entire family knew I enjoyed my quiet, calm, and leisurely days on a small island off the coast of Italy. It was the place where I’d laid my mother to rest many years ago when I scattered her ashes in the sea after my Aunt Channing stole her urn from a mausoleum. It was that very rescue mission that brought us closer. I had deep, sentimental ties to the remote location and often visited after moving abroad for college. The island was the place where I’d gone to lick my wounds and adjust to the changes in my life after my final run-in with Kyser Kent. I went for a long weekend to get my thoughts and feelings in order and just…never left.

The island was off the beaten path enough that I didn’t have to `worry about prying eyes or watching my back for sneaky reporters looking for a scoop on the runaway Halliday heiress. The locals didn’t care what my last name was or how much money was in my bank account. They embraced me as one of their own and offered a safe place for me to figure out what my next move should be. I had to grow up very quickly, but on that island was the first time in my existence that the pressure of being an heiress disappeared. I lived as simply and easily as the people around me, pretending I had more in common with the villagers than the glitzy and gaudy tourists who meandered aimlessly through the picturesque town. Much to my surprise, when I found out it was time for someone new to helm the lumbering beast that was Halliday Inc., instead of balking or crumbling under the perceived pressure, I found myself excited to return home and step into the role that had been patiently waiting for me. I couldn’t fake that I was a lonely wanderer who was barely getting by or that I was an average young woman trying to find my way in the big, imperfect world for much longer anyway.

Family was important, and I’d left mine hanging far too long.

“Is your family expecting you?” The police officer looked impatient. He kept looking past me, over my shoulder, as if whatever was there was far more interesting and important than taking my complaint. And when he spoke, he looked over my head and refused to meet my gaze. “Don’t the Hallidays have a private security team they use? I’ve seen them around the city since I was a rookie cop on patrol. I’ve even worked with them a few times during those big events your family throws for charity. I’m just a bit confused as to why you called the police instead of handling it on your own. Seems like a waste of public resources if you ask me.” He grunted and finally gave me an impatient stare. “I understand you feel uneasy and think someone was following you from the airport, but we can’t find any evidence of that. Are you sure you’re not overreacting, considering it’s been a while since you’ve been back in the city? You’ll have to adjust to the press being one step behind you if you’re here to stay.”

I had gotten used to moving around freely and without fear. But that didn’t mean the intuition I developed while living in the public eye and while trying to survive the family infighting vanished.

The moment I stepped off the private jet the company sent for me, I felt an eerie sensation of being watched. I knew my return was going to bring out the press and all the attention I loathed growing up, but this was a different vibe. A shiver shot down my back, and every protective instinct I possessed came to life. I was instantly on alert and felt my fight-or-flight response speed up my heart rate and prickle along my nerves. I remained hyperalert and uneasy the entire ride from the airport to the brownstone where I lived when I attended high school. My Uncle Win bought two buildings, side by side, when he moved me to the city after my grandmother died. He and my Aunt Channing raised me in the familiar location. The second building was kept for visitors and staff but mostly stayed empty, so I had a place to stay when I was back in the city. It felt like returning to my home when the prewar building came into view. I never considered going anywhere else when I decided to move back, even though there would be no privacy or peace living next to my aunt and uncle and all my unruly cousins. I craved that chaos I’d missed out on for so many years while living overseas.

However, I could do without my current suspicion and paranoia right out of the gate. It made me feel like I was back to being an insecure teenager who did everything to earn the love from the adults around her, only to be disappointed time and time again.

Instead of going directly to the brownstone, I had the driver drop me off at the Halliday Inc. offices. The skyscraper was towering and imposing. I thought I would feel safer surrounded by endless glass and steel marked with my name and filled with people who needed me to remain in one piece. I did feel much better inside the building until the police officer who arrived to take my complaint immediately wrote my concerns off and belittled my fear.

I cleared my throat, and my tone was frosty as I replied, “Yes. The Halliday family employs a private security staff, but I arrived earlier than planned and didn’t want to hassle anyone to set up a protection detail. I’ve been living a low-key lifestyle for the last several years. It’s going to take some adjustment to get used to having my every move monitored. I’ve always hated being followed around, even if it was for my own good. I thought I could make the drive from the airport to my home without an armed guard since it wasn’t common knowledge that I was coming back to the States. I was hoping to surprise my family by showing up a day earlier than expected. No one should be aware of my arrival, which makes someone following my car from the airport to the office even creepier.”

The cop hummed and rolled a coin he was playing with between his fingers. “As I mentioned, Ms. Halliday, there is no indication anyone followed you for malicious reasons. The security in the building looked at all the video footage from right before and right after your arrival, and there was nothing suspicious. No red flags. Same with the airport. There was nothing that appeared alarming in anyone’s behavior. I got here minutes after your call and saw nothing out of the ordinary when I arrived. I want to take your concerns seriously, but there isn’t much to go on.” The coin stopped traveling across his knuckles as he paused to give me a sympathetic look. “It’s been my experience that victims of serious crime tend to be jumpy and more sensitive to the environment around them than an ordinary citizen. It’s been a long time since you were in the city. Maybe you’ve forgotten what the sights and sounds are like. It makes sense that you see imaginary enemies around every corner with the type of childhood you had growing up around here.” He shook his head and gave me a wry grin. “Everybody dreams of being rich, but from what I’ve seen, all that money leads to a different set of problems, like the one you’re experiencing now.”

Familiar disdain crawled along my skin. I hated it when people talked about me like I was a fictional character in a novel. As if all the horrific experiences I endured—my parents’ murder, my father coming back from the dead then nearly dying again, my paternal grandmother being a legendary figure in high society and an unrepentant serial killer, my maternal grandfather kidnapping me and planning to hold me for ransom, and the unending speculation that I might end up exactly like the cold, ruthless, and mentally ill adults in my life—were entertainment and not horrors I was lucky to survive.

“My past trauma has nothing to do with what happened today. Someone was following me. I know it.” I sighed, “I think anyone in my position knows when they’re unsafe.” My gaze shifted to the most important thing I brought back from Europe. Something I would give my life to protect, and the reason all my senses were sharp and honed to detect danger.

The police officer followed my line of sight and offered a sympathetic sigh. “All I can do for you today, Ms. Halliday, is take a report and note your concerns. If you give me a list of whoever you think would benefit from having you followed, I’ll jot that down as well. Once you loop your private security staff in, have them reach out so there are double the eyes on the situation. Maybe once you have some time to settle in, things won’t feel as scary and overwhelming, and you’ll see it’s all business as usual.”

It was one of the most blatant brush-offs I’d received in my twenty-six years. When I was growing up, I often faced the idea that people with means weren’t allowed to have any sort of difficulties. Things like worrying about the safety and security of your loved ones were concerns for the average person, not for the wealthy.

I waved the officer on his way while rubbing my temples. I felt a headache starting to form, and the jet lag, which had been threatening since the plane landed, finally settled heavily on my neck and shoulders. I was annoyed that my simple surprise was more than likely ruined, and I was beyond frustrated that my return home after being away for so long was tainted by someone trying to pry into my life. I’d looked forward to coming home and being close to my family after such a long separation, but the reunion did not begin with a bang. Instead, shadows from my past and unpleasant memories from my youth collided with my recent fears to make this homecoming feel like a huge mistake.

Resigned that my welcome home was anything but welcoming, I moved to pick up my precious cargo, intent on visiting the CEO’s office to see if I could get a ride across town with my Uncle Alistair. I knew he would be in his office because the daily operations hadn’t been handed off to me yet. I was far from ready to step into his shoes unassisted. Uncle Alistair wasn’t as imposing and scary as my Uncle Win, but he had enough clout as the head of Halliday Inc. that no one would dare stalk or threaten him in his unguarded moments. I needed to figure out how to show my own style of ruthlessness to build a buffer most people would be unwilling to cross.

While I desperately needed room to spread my wings and be someone other than Winnie Halliday, who didn’t know life outside of a gilded cage, I found that leaving the safety of the nest felt exciting and new. And obviously, learning to fly with untired wings was a great achievement. But returning home, even under the shadow of having my privacy and secrets unveiled before I was ready, still felt the best. I would always be my most authentic self when I was surrounded by the people who loved me unconditionally. I loved that they gave me the opportunity to grow into a woman everyone—but especially my mother—could be proud of. Secretly, I knew that my mom was the only one who would have fully appreciated the crazy detour I’d taken on my way to ending up exactly where I’d started. She was someone who’d followed her heart no matter what. It was the best, but also the worst trait I inherited from her.

When the elevator doors slid open, before I could take a single step forward, I found myself wrapped up in a warm hug—one that was careful not to squish the bundle in my arms. My uncle smelled expensive and looked like an actor from Hollywood’s golden era. Everything about him was lively and cheerful. Uncle Alistair exuded positive energy. The fact that he was so bright made it glaringly apparent that he only had half Halliday blood in his genetic profile. My other uncle was saddled with enough doom and gloom that no one would dare question his lineage. Together, the two of them were perfect opposites and managed to balance one another out flawlessly in both business and personal matters.

The hug felt as much like home as the brownstone I had yet to return to.

“I wanted to come down as soon as reception said you were in the lobby waiting for the police, but I couldn’t get away from the meeting I was in. The time difference made it impossible to reschedule. What’s going on? Does it have anything to do with why you’re here a day earlier than you’re supposed to be? I double-checked the flight manifest on my way down to make sure I wasn’t mistaken about your arrival time.”

He always spoke fast, like he was afraid there wasn’t enough time for him to say everything that was on his mind. He was a busy man, one who took an empire and grew it beyond the gates of the Halliday kingdom. He was considered a visionary these days, not just my grandfather’s bastard son. His business acumen and foresight were going to end up in the MBA curriculum for Ivy League schools sooner rather than later. But to me, he was the fun uncle—the one who busted me out of private school and took me to baseball games. He was the one who made sure my life had color and adventure in it. He taught me how to make friends and never made me feel silly for longing for simple things, like my first kiss or a date to any of the formals my school made mandatory. While my Aunt Channing insisted I be allowed to have moments of being a typical teenager, my Uncle Alistair taught me how to have fun within the confines of the life I was given. I often viewed him as my friend rather than a guardian, even more so now that I was an adult and had the responsibility of showing the younger generation of Hallidays that life didn’t have to revolve around guarding billions and making business deals that shook the stock market. There was room to follow whatever it was they were passionate about. And while perfection was nice, it was bound to be unattainable, so one had to learn to live with their inevitable mistakes. And in some cases, those mishaps might become an essential part of your life.

“I decided to fly in a day early and surprise everyone. I bribed the flight crew to keep the last-minute change hush-hush.” It didn’t take much work since the plane belonged to the company, and the company was about to belong to me. I was going to be their boss in a matter of months, so no one balked when I adjusted the trip at the last minute. “The flight details must have leaked while I was in the air because I swear someone was following my car from the airport all the way here. I didn’t want to go straight home and deal with a bunch of reporters at my doorstep before I even get the chance to move in. I called the police, but they were no help. I was hoping you could sneak me home.” I adjusted my hold on the weight in my arms. My uncle watched the motion with tender eyes and offered to take him off my hands. I shook my head and clasped the bundle even tighter. I didn’t want to pass my most treasured possession off to anyone else, even someone I knew would handle him with the same reverence I did. The reason I was so worked up about being followed was clasped tightly to my chest, and he was blissfully unaware of the waves that were about to be made once the world found out about him.

“Of course, I’ll take you across town. Do you want to give Win and Channing a heads-up that you’re back? You can still surprise them and the kids.”

It was summer in the city, so none of my little cousins or my half-siblings were in school. The reason I chose to come back when I did was to give myself and Lowe a chance to settle in and familiarize ourselves with things before the new school year started. It was a bonus that all the kids in the family would be around to fill the days with laughter and mayhem before classes started. There wouldn’t be a moment to think clearly within the whirlwind of adolescence, let alone worry about taking big steps and experiencing scary firsts.

I sighed and shook my head. “I’m tired. Being spontaneous never really works for me. It’s better to let them know we’re on the way and subtly suggest they save the ambush of affection until after I get rid of this jet lag.” I quietly asked, “Will you have security look into whoever might have followed me from the airport? The police aren’t taking me seriously, but I trust my instincts.” I earned them the hardest way possible, after all.

“Absolutely. Now that you’re back, you’re going to need your own security detail twenty-four seven anyway. If you thought scrutiny was intense when you were an heiress, wait until you see how unrelenting it can be when you’re a CEO.”

I used to hate it, but now I was older, more mature, and more than anything, I had something precious to protect. I wouldn’t object, even if it meant having an armed guard shadow me wherever I went.

Especially after I saw the headlines and trending stories the next day, and all of them had various clickbait titles in bold, explosive fonts. My name was splashed across every social media platform, and a hashtag with #HallidayHeiress had millions of hits. My arrival back in the city was enough to set off the feeding frenzy and get the gossip mill grinding, But the blurry picture of me carrying a little boy with curly, black hair and sleepy, dark eyes as I entered Halliday Inc. was the image that immediately went viral and was likely why someone had risked it all to follow me from the airport like a deranged stalker.

Now, everyone under the sun knew that the heiress who dropped off the map during her sophomore year of college appeared back in the city with no warning, and she had a child. My son was huge news, even if no one knew his name or who his father was.

Lowe Halliday was the type of story that sent the internet into a meltdown.

Soon, everyone and their brother were salivating to uncover the identity and origins of the adorable little boy I was holding. Could he be the new heir to the Halliday legacy, even though he was dressed in a faded and well-loved soccer jersey like a normal five-year-old?

Everyone wanted to know the story of how I, Winnie Halliday, suddenly became a CEO and a mother. Unfortunately for the curious masses, I wanted to tell Lowe’s father that he had a son before I started letting the rest of the world speculate about my questionable choices.

My biggest secret, Lowe, was going to change Kyser Kent’s life when he found out about him. I knew none of us were ready for the impact the truth was going to have once we all had to face it. But the time had come. Keeping Ky in the dark no longer felt like I was protecting him. It started to seem like I was punishing him for a crime he didn’t even know he committed.
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Ky

 

My head snapped to the side, sending a spray of sweat and blood flying as the thin skin covering my brow bone split open for the one thousandth time. I’d given up on stitching the area closed after each fight, leaving the spot prone to injury and scarring. I felt warm and viscous liquid drip down my face as I dodged another punch. While I was distracted by what was happening to my face, I took a brutal kick to the midsection. I lost my breath and doubled over in pain while the sound of a shrill whistle echoed through the gym. I spat the hard plastic mouth guard into my tightly wrapped hand and ignored the flurry of angry Russian coming from the seventy-year-old coach who was yelling at me about how much I sucked and reminding me that I deserved to get my ass kicked if I couldn’t stay focused.

I shook my head to clear the perspiration and blood out of my eyes and pressed the back of my hand to the open wound on my forehead. I assured the kid I was sparring with that I was okay and signaled to end the practice session for the day.

On any other afternoon, I could’ve gone twenty rounds with the coach’s new protégé, but my head was on anything but my fighting form today. I should’ve never stepped into the ring.

“I don’t pay you to daydream, troublemaker. I pay you to teach these up-and-comers how to protect themselves against competitors who fight dirty. You look like you’re sleeping on the mat today.”

I took the towel the older man handed me and swiped haphazardly at my bloody face. “Sorry, Lev. I won’t charge you for the match today. I know I didn’t give your new kid a challenge or any new techniques. I’ve got too much shit on my mind to be in the ring right now.”

Once I slid under the ropes and was standing in front of the trainer, he popped me on the side of my head and tsked in disappointment. “Your lack of focus is the main reason you will never cut it as a legitimate fighter. You’re undisciplined and stubborn. It’s such a waste of natural talent. You could be a star if you wanted to, Ky.”

I rubbed where he flicked me and wrapped the towel around my neck. “Who said I wanted to be legitimate? I make more money fighting in celebrity matches against egotistical blowhards who pay a fortune to fight against someone who used to be famous. I don’t want to follow all the rules and regulations that go along with being a professional athlete again.” I walked that path before, and all it led me to was a dead end with no way back and my reputation and integrity in shreds. And if that wasn’t bad enough, the criminal charges and the fight to stay out of prison in a foreign country left me damn near destitute. I never would’ve started fighting if the world hadn’t given me a reason to throw the first punch. I was a football player, not a boxer, but today, I wasn’t either. I was a befuddled loser who couldn’t focus on the task at hand, which made Lev want to smack me upside the head.

Lev snorted while handing me a water bottle. “What’s got you acting all squirrely today? Did something happen to your mom?”

The older man frowned as he waited for my answer. Lev Petrov and my mother used to date. They met while I was playing for a no-name team in Latvia. The Russian immigrant was the team’s trainer, and both of us were working well below our skill levels. I didn’t know at the time that he used to train Olympic boxers back in his home country. I had no clue he left football behind until I hit rock bottom, and he sought me out with the suggestion that I switch sports the same way he did. He believed I had a future as a professional fighter, but my heart wasn’t in learning a new discipline. My options were limited, so I ended up a grunt at his gym, fighting the guys who took him up on his offer to show them the way to fame and glory.

Lev’s relationship with my mother didn’t last long, but he stayed in contact with me throughout my ups and downs. He was pretty much the only positive male role model I’d ever had. As a guy who was cursed with two deadbeat dads—one biological and one through adoption—calling Lev the closest thing I had to a father was saying something. When he immigrated to the States and opened a boxing gym, he left the offer open for me to join him after I got my situation with the league sorted out.

I waited until my mother was happily married to the Frenchman she’d been seeing and occupied with building a family with him and his two young children, before making a decision to go back to the States and settling in my hometown, which just happened to be a thriving big city on the East Coast. Once I knew she wouldn’t have the time to worry about me obsessively and was no longer on the verge of gambling her life away, I left. I trusted her new husband to keep an eye on her and thought the distance would do both of us some good.

I never told anyone that the reason I lost games on purpose and why it was so easy for the league to find evidence I was gambling was because I left a trail a blind man could follow to cover for my mom. She loved me to death, but she loved gambling even more. Once she started, she couldn’t stop, and the next thing I knew, all the money from Win Halliday was gone. All the money I made playing was gone, and scary men with thick accents were following my mom around, asking when she was going to pay them back. Things got ugly. I truly believed her life was in danger, and all I could think to do was take the fall, torpedo my career to save her, and cut off her main source of placing bets. Once I was off the field and facing millions in fines, she finally realized how much her addiction had cost us both and went to seek help. She was tragically apologetic, but none of the regret between the two of us was going to get me back where I belonged. I was forever banished because of her, but I couldn’t sacrifice her to save myself, even if that was the best option. I blamed it on being an adopted kid.

Who knows what my life would’ve been like if my adoptive mom, Julie Kent, hadn’t wanted me more than her next breath. She always put me first and gave me the best of everything. We were a team when I was growing up. She moved mountains to protect me when I foolishly put us on the Hallidays’ radar. I felt it was my obligation to save her from herself when things got really bad, even if it meant I lost everything that I’d worked so hard for.
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