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      The late summer breeze caressed my skin as I reclined in the lounge chair by the private pool. The secluded villa was tucked away in the Italian countryside, twenty minutes outside of San Gimignano. The air smelled of ripe fruit and earth.

      I reached for the cool glass of white wine on the table next to me, my eyes drifting to my cell phone.

      “Don’t do it,” came my husband’s deep voice.

      He was in the lounge chair next to mine, his muscular chest glistening with sun and sweat. Flynn angled his head, and though I couldn’t see his eyes behind his sunglasses, I knew they were an intense shade of cobalt, and no doubt lit with humor.

      “Don’t do what?” I asked.

      A smile cracked his beautiful lips. The man wasn’t handsome by traditional standards. He was too raw, too rugged. He was perfect—and all mine.

      “They’re fine.”

      “I know they’re fine,” I protested weakly.

      He made a Scottish noise—a cross between a growl and a grunt—of disbelief in the back of his throat; it was a noise I would never be able to replicate no matter how long I lived in Scotland.

      “I promised you a honeymoon,” he said. “A honeymoon doesn’t include children.”

      “Probably because a honeymoon is supposed to happen before the children are even in the picture. Our honeymoon is long overdue—we can make up our own rules. One call,” I pleaded.

      “We’ll call tonight to check in.”

      “Do I have to remind you what happened the last time I left Hawk?” I still had nightmares about Hawk’s kidnapping. Not frequently, but enough that I could never forget what had happened.

      “I remember.” Flynn’s voice was a gruff whisper.

      “And it’s not just Hawk. We have the twins, now, too.”

      “Barrett, they’re fine. There’s nothing to worry about. Arlington is in prison. Winters is dead. There are no more threats.”

      “I just can’t help but think the other shoe hasn’t dropped yet.”

      “It’s been a year, hen.”

      “A year is nothing,” I muttered. “Besides, I barely remember this past year since I’ve been completely preoccupied with our children. I’ve been in a baby coma.”

      “Which is why you should be glad we’re here, just the two of us. You get to drink wine, eat fresh seafood, spend time with me. If you’re nice, I’ll even let you make love to me.”

      I let out a laugh.

      “I know it’s hard, but can we try to remember that we’re not just parents? The bairns are old enough that they don’t need you every moment of every day. I’m just trying to give you some perspective.”

      “I’ll show you perspective.” My hand reached up to pull the bow behind my neck holding my bikini top in place.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      The scrap of material fell away. “I don’t want any tan lines,” I feigned in sham innocence.

      Flynn lowered his sunglasses, cobalt eyes gleaming with desire. “You’re too far away.”

      The villa was surrounded by an eight-foot wall, and the trees along the wall were even higher. We had complete and utter privacy, and there was no chance of anyone seeing us.

      “And you have too many clothes on,” I teased.

      Flynn yanked down his navy–blue swimsuit, his eyes hot. He sprang free, proud, ready, and waiting for my hands and mouth. I stood up and went to him. His hand grazed along my outer thigh, tugging on my bikini briefs.

      “Come here,” he whispered huskily.

      I swung my legs over the lounge chair so my naked body straddled his. My fingers trailed across the column of his neck, and I leaned over to press my lips to his chest. Flynn inhaled sharply as my tongue traced the lines of his pecs. I moved lower, nipping his belly, enjoying the strained tension in his limbs.

      “You’re killing me,” he gritted.

      “I’m taking my time,” I said with a wide smile. “I finally have you all to myself.”

      He leaned his head back against the lounge chair and closed his eyes. I tormented him with light touches and soft kisses. Grazing my breasts along his thighs, I scooted down until I was at the heat of him. I grasped him in my hand, gently squeezing him. Flynn’s breathing became labored, and raspy and a moan escaped his parted lips when I took him into my mouth. He was throbbing, ready. My auburn hair fell over his lap, shielding me from his view.

      “Enough,” he commanded. “I need to be inside of you.”

      I let him haul me up by my arms until I was sitting astride him. I held him, positioning him at my entrance. I slid onto him slowly, reveling in our desire, in our connection. We fit together perfectly. He wrapped his arms around me as I rocked against him, taking him slow and deep. Our mouths sought each other, fusing together. Any hope of taking it slow vanished. He gripped my hips, spurring me on to ride him harder, faster. Clasping his shoulders, I let my eyes close as pleasure snaked through me. I glided against him, skin flushed and slick.

      “Barrett,” he growled against my mouth.

      I slammed down on top of him and came hard. My nails dug into his shoulders as his hands left my hips to grab my hair. I stared into his eyes as Flynn bucked beneath me, his strong muscular legs solid strength. One of his hands stroked my back, urging me to lean forward. He took a nipple into his mouth, pulling it deep into the warmth of him. He sucked me hard, on the verge of pain, but it sent a jolt of lust to my core.

      He grunted and moaned when I clenched around him. My second release swept through me with the force of a tsunami, slaying everything in its path. With a shout, Flynn speared up into me and came.

      I collapsed onto his chest, our skin sticky and sweaty. The late afternoon sun brushed my back in a warm caress. Closing my eyes, I reveled in the quick pace of Flynn’s heartbeat.

      “Is it me,” I whispered, “or does it keep getting better?”

      “Aye.” His hands slid along the small of my back before resting low on my tailbone. “Any better and you might just kill me.”
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        * * *

      

      Before the sun completely sank into the horizon, Flynn and I managed to untangle ourselves. We hopped into the pool, the cool water washing away the heat of our coupling. Though we were sated, we still found reasons to remain close and touch one another. An ember of desire always flickered low, easily fanned into a fire that consumed. Wanting him hadn’t stopped. Not even after three children and the exhaustion they brought.

      Flynn scratched at his chin, the dark shadow of a beard beginning to sprout. He made a face. “I need to shave.”

      “Why?” I demanded, my own hand coming out of the water to trace his cheek. I loved the raspy feel of his skin.

      “It itches.”

      “You could let it grow.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You think I’d look good with a beard?”

      “I think you’d look great with a beard.”

      I rested my hands on his shoulders while my legs wrapped around his waist. He traced a drop of water from my shoulder down the slope of a breast.

      “These”—he cupped my breasts in his large hands—“are fantastic.”

      I snorted. “They used to look a lot better.”

      “Ah, love,” he teased with a roguish grin. “I didn’t take you as the vain type.”

      “I’m not vain,” I said. “I just kind of wish things looked like they did before the babies. Is that wrong?”

      “No. It’s not wrong, but it’s wishful thinking. You still look amazing. You run every morning,” he reminded me. “You’ve got a nice round arse. If you’d like, I’d be glad to pay homage to it.”

      I smacked his shoulder playfully and laughed. His eyes darkened with serious intensity. The sun had finally set; the colors of twilight sprinkled the sky and highlighted his strong jaw.

      “Have I thanked you?” he asked.

      “For?” My arms wrapped around his neck, and I pushed myself closer.

      “Everything.”

      I sighed and brushed my mouth against his. “I should be thanking you.”

      “Why?” he asked with genuine wonder.

      “Because you gave me the family I didn’t know I needed.”

      He smiled gently. “So you’re no longer mad at me?”

      “Mad? Why would I be mad at you?”

      “Where should I start? How about when I took you in form of payment for your brother’s debt?”

      “Took me?” I repeated, aghast.

      He grinned. “Or what about when I didn’t tell you I ran an illegal brothel and casino, and you confronted me after getting drunk with Ash?”

      “I wasn’t drunk.”

      He raised his eyebrows in disbelief.

      “Fine, I was tipsy, but I was still in charge of all my faculties.”

      “Hmmm. All right. Let’s see, what else?”

      “Quit while you still have all your working man parts,” I said, causing him to laugh. It turned into a groan when I reached between us to caress him. He was hard again.

      “Will you put my working man parts to use?” he demanded, his mouth already coming to take mine in a consuming kiss.

      “I plan on putting them to use the rest of the night.”
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      “I’m starving,” I said, rolling away from Flynn before he had a chance to engage me in another round.

      “Me too,” he said roughly.

      I laughed, dodging his wandering hands. I switched on the bedside lamp before reaching for Flynn’s discarded white undershirt and throwing it on.

      “You’re gorgeous,” he said, propping himself up on one elbow to look at me. “And putting on my clothes only makes you hotter.”

      I turned my backside to him and flashed him my bare bum. “You’re pretty good at this husband business, Flynn Campbell.”

      “I aim to please,” he said, finally getting up.

      “This was a really good idea,” I said while I watched him pull on a pair of gray boxer briefs.

      “What? Getting out of bed? I completely disagree.”

      “No, I mean, just you and me, here, without the bairns.”

      “You miss them, though, aye?”

      “Well, sure. But it’s a nice reminder that before them, it was just you and me.”

      “It wasn’t you and me for very long.” He took my hand and led me out of the bedroom. We walked down the hallway and into the living room of the villa. It was cool tawny stone floors and whitewashed walls, open and airy, with an incredible view of the Italian countryside, which was a smattering of rich sienna, ochre, and green.

      “Any regrets?” I asked as we entered the rustic kitchen.

      Flynn opened the bottle of red that rested on the long wooden table. I went to the refrigerator to pull out the pot of seafood stew that had been left for us upon our arrival that morning.

      “Regrets?” Flynn asked, pouring two glasses.

      I turned the burner on low. “Yeah, regrets on how things worked out.”

      “Not really,” he admitted, taking a seat.

      I snorted.

      “Guess you haven’t forgiven me for the twins, aye?” he asked with a knowing grin.

      “Oh, I’ve forgiven you.”

      “Because I got the vasectomy.”

      “I didn’t think you’d actually go through with it,” I admitted with a wry smile.

      “I thought our family was complete—besides I was afraid for my life if I didn’t go through with it.”

      “Well, with our luck, if we hadn’t taken measures, we would’ve had another baby. And I would now be insane,” I remarked dryly. “I don’t even remember those first few months after Iain and Noah were born.” It had all been a blur, even with the help of two nannies. Hawk had become a full-time handful since he’d been close to walking—and even though he was young, he’d understood that he wasn’t the center of attention anymore, causing him to become quite the troublemaker.

      “Question,” Flynn asked, handing me a glass of wine.

      “Shoot.”

      “Let’s say you hadn’t gotten pregnant with the twins. Would we have stopped at one?”

      “It would’ve been nice,” I admitted. “Having just a bit more time with Hawk by himself—before Iain and Noah—but no. I would’ve wanted Hawk to have siblings.”

      Flynn smiled, looking a bit relieved.

      “Have we never really talked about this?” I asked, checking the soup.

      “I think we’ve been a bit preoccupied this last year,” he said.

      “Truth,” I agreed. Though things with the SINS were good, three young children accounted for the insanity along with Flynn constructing another Rex Hotel in Las Vegas. The opening was in a few weeks, and he’d been spending the last few months flying back and forth from Dornoch to Las Vegas. But we were finally getting our bearings, and Flynn and I were reconnecting.

      Turning off the burner, I poured the soup into the waiting bowl, adding a dash of pepper and two spoons. I brought it to the table and set it down in front of Flynn.

      “Smells good,” he admitted.

      My stomach rumbled. “It does.”

      I grabbed my glass of wine and took a seat. Flynn scooped up a spoonful, blew on its contents for a moment before giving me the first taste.

      Brine, tomato, and clam all hit my tongue. I closed my eyes as I savored it. “Oh God. This is incredible.”

      Flynn took the next bite and whole-heartedly agreed. “We should hire an Italian chef.”

      “Then my arse really will get rounder.”

      “I wouldn’t complain,” Flynn said with a roguish grin. He kept his gaze on me when he asked, “Did you want a girl?”

      “Did you?” I asked just as softly.

      “I wouldn’t know the first thing about raising a girl. Boys—boys I ken. I was one.”

      “I’ve heard some stories from Ramsey and Duncan,” I reminded him. “I’m aware of just how much trouble you were.”

      “Aye, well, now it seems fate is paying me back three-fold. Three boys.”

      “Who will one day be teenagers,” I reminded him. “We’re going to have to lock the liquor cabinet.”

      He laughed. “When they think they’re men enough to handle their scotch, I’ll get them nice and pissed. They’ll live through a hangover and vow moderation from then on.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And that worked for you?”

      Flynn paused. “We might need to lock the liquor cabinet.”
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        * * *

      

      Late the next morning, Flynn and I finally managed to leave our bed. We showered and got dressed, ready for a day in town.

      Time had stood still in the little Tuscan village of San Gimignano. We walked hand in hand along the brick walkways, taking in the stone towers and buildings. There was a distinctly medieval feel with the many churches and markets. Because we didn’t want to spend time inside, we bypassed the museums. Maybe we’d get to them later, maybe not. We were only there for a week, and I wanted to relax, see the town, and spend the rest of the time holed up in the villa with Flynn. Naked.

      After we’d walked around for a few hours, we took a seat at one of the many outdoor cafés and split a carafe of white wine and a cheese plate.

      “Best honeymoon ever,” I teased him as I spread a glob of goat cheese onto a little piece of focaccia toast.

      “Better late than never, aye?” Flynn asked.

      I fed him the bite of cheese, watching his tongue dart out to catch a crumb on his lip. My insides shook with desire.

      “I still owe you that island vacation,” he reminded me.

      “Maybe when the boys are older and we can travel farther for longer than a week,” I said.

      “Valid point, love.”

      We finished our light supper and then continued our meandering through the town. Shops closed, and the bars began to open. The town transformed. Young adults swarmed the streets, laughing and carousing.

      I briefly remembered the time, not so long ago, when I was nothing more than a history scholar, living in a pre-war studio apartment, happy and content. And then I’d met Flynn, and everything I thought I knew about life—and love—had been challenged.

      “Hen?” he asked, noticing that I’d fallen silent. “You all right?”

      I nodded. “Just thinking.”

      “About?”

      “How different my life was not that long ago.”

      “Ah, so we’re in that mood, are we?” he teased, wrapping his arm around my shoulder and pulling me into the crook of his body.

      “Don’t joke,” I said. “I’m being serious.”

      “Sorry. What can I do to help?”

      “Just listen.” I looked up at him and he nodded. “I want to go back to work. The twins are weaned, and though being a mother is great, I’m more than that. You have the SINS, and you have a purpose outside of our family. I need a purpose, or I might go insane.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You mean, being the mother of my children isn’t enough of an identity for you?”

      I playfully elbowed him in the ribs, and he pretended to wince. He captured one of my hands and brought it to his lips. “Any ideas where you could get a job like the one you had in New York?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No. I did go to Inverness and meet with the history chair department of the university there, but he didn’t have anything to offer me. But that was a while ago. I might try again.”

      “Did you tell him who you were—who we were?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because at the time, I thought using the power of the Campbell name was cheating.”

      “And now?”

      “And now, I think, if I go to one more baby-mommy yoga class, I’m going to kill myself.”

      “Well, at least you’re not dramatic.”

      “Beast.”

      He chuckled. “I think I have a solution to your problem.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “There’s a library connected to Dornoch Cathedral. Father Brooks is going out of his mind because everything is out of order and nothing is catalogued properly.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I asked in surprise.

      Flynn nodded. “Aye. He’s been meaning to hire someone to get to it, but I said I knew just the person who would enjoy dusty books, hard to read handwriting, and someone who didn’t mind getting lost for hours in the stacks, and stacks, and stacks of shelves.”

      I turned to Flynn and wrapped my arms around him. “You’re perfect.”

      He grinned. “You think so?”

      “I do. You’re so perfect I want to have your babies. Oops. Too late.”
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      “You’re really taking this ‘no tan lines’ seriously,” Flynn said, strolling across the stone patio, ready for another leisurely afternoon by the villa’s private pool.

      I lifted my head from the lounge chair and grinned at him. “Sunbathing completely nude has its perks.”

      “I agree.” He leaned down to kiss me. He nibbled on my bottom lip for a moment before pulling back, eyes dark with desire.

      “I’m ready for sunscreen, though. Otherwise I might crisp—and that would not be good.”

      He set his towel on the lounge chair next to mine and then got comfortable, patting the seat in front of him. I got up, glad that his eyes followed my naked body as I sauntered toward him. I tossed him the tube of sunscreen and then perched in front of him, giving him my back.

      “Be thorough,” I commanded.

      Flynn chuckled. “Woman, there isn’t a swatch of your skin I won’t get. Trust me.”

      He massaged my backside, completely ignoring the sunscreen. His lips followed the curve of my shoulder and up my neck. My skin hummed from his touch.

      “Lean back against me,” he said softly into my ear.

      I did as commanded, and then his hands were trailing down my body to the apex of my thighs.

      “Spread your legs.”

      Tingles of desire shot through my belly as his fingers danced across my skin, playing with the dampness between my thighs.

      “God,” I moaned.

      Flynn gently bit my ear as his finger entered me. I opened wider, wanting more, wanting it deeper. He obliged and added another finger. Squirming against his hand, I panted in earnest. Flynn’s free hand went to my breast, kneading it until the nipple stood at attention.

      I was primed and eager, a bow ready to release. Flynn murmured Gaelic words in my ear—I didn’t know their actual meaning, but the seductive intent was unmistakable.

      “That’s it, love.” His fingers were inside me, and he took his thumb and pressed it between my folds. I let out a strangled cry. I shook with rapture, gripping Flynn’s thighs, hard enough to gouge him with my nails.

      Flynn eased out of me as I tried to catch my breath. His hands languorously slid down my body, caressing and petting, promising me more.

      A cell phone rang from inside the villa. Neither one of us moved to answer it. Whoever it was could wait. We checked in every night with the two nannies that were staying with the boys, so I didn’t think for a moment it was one of them. The phone quieted and then started up again.

      “I should get that,” Flynn said.

      I moved off him and reached for his towel, wrapping it around me. “I’ll get it.” I leaned over to give him a gentle kiss before heading inside the villa. Both our cell phones were on the coffee table, but it was Flynn’s that was ringing. Ramsey’s name flashed across the screen. I picked it up.

      “Hey, it’s Barrett,” I said.

      “Hi, lass,” he greeted. “I’m sorry to bother you on your last night in Italy.”

      “You sound tired.”

      “I am tired. Jane dragged me to another one of her events last night.”

      I chuckled. “You fell in love with a society girl,” I reminded him. “Formal wear and mingling with uppity people are part of the package. But I know you didn’t call to talk about your fiancée. SINS business or personal business?” I began to walk back to the patio with the phone.

      “SINS business.”

      I strolled across the stone walkway, drawing Flynn’s attention. I held out the phone to him. “Ramsey.”

      He put the cell to his ear, and then a moment later put the phone on speaker. “We’re both here,” Flynn said.

      “Arlington’s dead,” Ramsey said without preamble.

      “Dead?” I repeated, my eyes darting to Flynn. His jaw was clenched and his eyes were cold.

      “Killed in prison,” Ramsey explained.

      “By?” Flynn demanded.

      “Not sure yet. Still getting information. I’ll call when I have more.” Ramsey clicked off and the phone went silent.

      “This isn’t bad news, is it?” I asked when the silence had gone on for long enough.

      “Don’t know,” Flynn admitted. “It wasn’t us, though.”

      “The SINS, you mean?”

      He nodded. “Can’t say I’m upset by it. Arlington was a greedy bastard.”

      “Yeah, I won’t mourn him.” The man had aided in the kidnapping of Hawk when he was only a few weeks old. I still couldn’t think about Arlington without wanting to go homicidal.

      “Could be nothing,” Flynn said slowly. “Could be a coincidence.”

      “Right. He could’ve made an enemy in prison. That’s a logical conclusion.”

      We were quiet for a moment and then I asked, “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

      “No, I don’t.” He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his thighs.

      “So, you didn’t give the order and Duncan didn’t give the order, so it came from someone else. Or another rogue SINS member.”

      “Oh God, anything but that,” Flynn grumbled.

      “Who else did Arlington piss off?” I wondered.

      “The million-dollar question. Ramsey is in London and will do some scouting.”

      “And just when I thought the other shoe wasn’t going to drop…”

      “It drops with a loud thump,” he said with a wry smile.

      “Guess this means the honeymoon is truly over.”

      “So it would seem.” He reached out and touched my cheek in a tender gesture.

      “Pack?” I asked.

      He nodded and stood. “Pack.”
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        * * *

      

      I opened the front door to our home in Dornoch and was immediately assaulted by mayhem. A full-grown sheep ran to welcome us, bleating loudly. Betty nudged my leg in greeting, and I absently patted her while trying to figure out what the hell was going on. There was crying, yelling, and the sound of something crashing against the wall. The house was in complete disarray. Piles of clothes were strewn about the floor, baby toys littered the staircase, and there was one wall of the hallway hand printed in what looked like chocolate syrup.

      “This is our house, right?” Flynn wondered, coming in behind me.

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” I headed for the staircase. “Anna? Beth?” I called out, hoping the two nannies might be able to clue us into what was going on. There was no answer as Flynn and I moved forward. We stood in the doorway of the nursery and found the source of all the noise. Or sources, as it were.

      Hawk stood in his crib, holding onto the bars, tears streaming down his cheeks. He howled like a baying animal, and Flynn immediately went to pick him up. Anna had Iain on the changing table and was trying to get his diaper on, but he wasn’t having any of it. He kicked his legs, and then I saw a geyser of urine spraying upward. Anna cursed in Gaelic, trying to keep everything under wraps.

      “Anna?” I asked, heading to the crib the twins shared. Noah sat quietly, his hands clutched around a toy. I ran a hand down his auburn hair, and he looked up at me and gave me a gummy smile.

      “That’s it!” Anna yelled, picking up a half-naked Iain and bringing him to me. She unceremoniously dropped him into my arms before glaring at both Flynn and me. Her face quivered in anger.

      “Where’s Beth?” I asked her.

      “Beth quit four days ago. It wouldn’t have been so awful except the housekeeper had to leave due to a family emergency. I’ve been fielding this alone the last few days. Now that you’re both back, I’m quitting too!”

      “Don’t quit,” I protested. “Please?”

      She pointed to Hawk who had calmed the moment Flynn picked him up. “Your son will not sit still. He runs around and I have to chase him.”

      “He has a bump on his head,” Flynn said.

      “Let me see,” I demanded, shuffling Iain while trying to examine Hawk. There was a small red lump on the side of his head. “What happened?”

      “He climbed up onto the couch and jumped off it. This was after he decided to paint the walls with maple syrup. That’s the day Beth quit,” she explained. “Whenever I put Hawk in his cot, he screamed and screamed until I let him out.”

      “Why didn’t you call someone for help? Why didn’t you call Ash? Or call us? We would’ve come home,” I said.

      Anna’s mouth pressed into a firm line. “I did call Mrs. Buchanan. She told me I wasn’t allowed to call you unless your children were in mortal danger. She gave me a bonus. She sent people to help, but as you can see, I’m alone. No one stayed. I’m leaving, too.”

      Before Flynn or I could say anything to dissuade her, she zoomed past us, leaving us to clean up the destruction.

      “They scared off two plus nannies within a week,” Flynn said. “I think we underestimated our children.”

      A disgusting smell coming from Iain had me grimacing. I gently lifted him away from me so that he could finish his business.

      “If they weren’t ours, I’d be scared off too,” I remarked dryly.
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      Three days later, we had two new nannies, the maple wall had been cleaned and repainted, and Hawk had been moved into his own room. He had a unique influence on his younger brothers—his mood set the tone and it was never calm.

      We had a welcome home dinner with Ash and Duncan and their six-month-old daughter Carys. She was as angelic as our boys were demonic. And she looked just like Ash—bright blue eyes, strawberries and cream complexion, and blond hair.

      Ramsey called, but there was nothing new to report. We discussed contacting Don Archer, my FBI contact, to see if he had any knowledge on the subject, but we quickly shut down that idea. The last few years taught me that if we could keep information within the family, it was better that way.

      By the end of the week, we were finally back in our routine. I woke up before Flynn and got the boys changed and fed. By the time Evie, one of the new nannies arrived, Flynn was finally awake. Pouring a cup of coffee, he sleepily kissed me and then headed off to his study. Ash showed up for our usual morning jog, blond ponytail high on her head.

      “Town today?” she asked.

      “No,” I said. “I want to stay close to home.”

      Ash pouted. “If we go to town, we can have tea with Glenna.”

      I smiled. “You don’t want tea—you want her homemade cookies.”

      “I love those cookies.”

      The jog was scenic as we passed heather in full bloom, strips of purple everywhere. The Highlands were gorgeous, in every season, but late summer was my favorite. The sunshine and lack of rain made it easier to run; I’d done my fair share of jogging through mud and even snow.

      “What are you wearing to the opening?” Ash asked when we got back to the house.

      “I haven’t even thought about it,” I said truthfully. The crazy of the last few days had made me completely forget about the Las Vegas Rex Hotel opening.

      She smiled in gentle understanding.

      “I’m just gonna get something when I’m there.”

      “You? Shopping?” Ash asked, raising her eyebrows.

      I put my arm to the doorframe so I could grasp my leg to stretch it out. “Flynn has assured me that I’ll find something in one of the many boutiques in the new hotel. He’s already called with my measurements. I just have to go try stuff on. Very minimal effort involved.”

      “Ah, that makes more sense. This is going to be the biggest and grandest Rex Hotel yet.”

      I nodded. The hotel had to contend with others of its size and grandeur, and it was Las Vegas. Each establishment tried to outdo its competition. The one thing The Rex Hotel brand did better than any other empire was grandeur and old-world opulence without being tacky or garish.

      “It’s going to be incredible,” I said. “I’ve only seen photos in different stages of construction, but I’m excited to see it at its completion.

      “Are you bringing the kids?” she asked.

      “Would I be a terrible mother if I said no? Hawk can’t sit still, and the last thing I want to do is bring babies across an ocean for a three-day trip.”

      She frowned. “I thought Flynn was staying in Vegas longer.”

      “He is,” I agreed. “But I’ll fly back after the grand opening. He’ll only be staying a few extra days, anyway.”

      “And then he’ll be home full-time?” she asked.

      “For a while. Until he gets restless and needs a new project.”

      “Most women would resent their husbands for spending so much time away from home and their family.”

      “Most women don’t understand the men they married,” I said.

      “Still, this last year hasn’t been easy on you.”

      “Most of this last year was spent sleep-deprived and attempting to get my body back. Half the time Flynn was home, I wasn’t even aware he was here. I don’t blame him for throwing himself into opening a new hotel.” I looked at her pointedly. “Italy was perfect—we reconnected, and I remembered how much I loved Flynn.”

      “You forgot you loved your husband?” she asked with a soft chuckle.

      “No,” I said with a knowing smile. “I just remembered what it’s like to have an adult conversation that doesn’t revolve around children.”

      “And sex. You remembered that you really like sex.”

      I shook my head. “I remembered that I really love sex.

      She sighed, her face going all dreamy. “Yeah, sex is good.”

      “Makes the world go ’round.” I set my foot down and picked up the other.

      “Don’t kill me,” she began.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing. Yet.” She sighed. “I’m not going to the opening.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want to fly that long for a few days. I don’t want to be separated from Carys. And besides, I’ve got the gallery. I don’t want to leave it just as I went back to work.”

      My smile was slow, and I shook my head.

      “What?” she demanded, pulling out her messy blond ponytail and running her finger through the snarled locks.

      “I never thought I’d see the day when Ashby Rhodes decided to bow out of a very good party.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s Ashby Rhodes Buchanan—and you should know that anything is possible. Especially after the life you’ve been living these past few years.”

      I laughed. “Valid point, Ash.”
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        * * *

      

      After I showered, I checked in on the boys in the playroom. They were having fun and the nannies didn’t look overly harassed, which seemed to be a miracle. Who knew what sort of crazy Hawk would get into next?

      I headed downstairs to find Flynn. He was in his office and in the middle of a phone call. When he saw me hovering in the doorway, he waved me in and gestured for me to close the door. He ended the call and set the cell down on his desk. It landed with a decisive thud.

      “Who was that?” I asked, walking to him and placing my hand on his arm.

      Flynn ran a hand across his chin, scratching at the stubble that was rapidly becoming a beard. “Ramsey.”

      “News about Arlington?”

      “Aye. There are photos of Arlington’s body. Ramsey sent them in an email.”

      “Gruesome?”

      He frowned. “That’s what’s so weird. They’re not.”

      “No?”

      “No. The body wasn’t disfigured. They did an autopsy, and the pathologist said Arlington died of asphyxiation.”

      “Asphyxiation,” I repeated. “So, he was strangled? Or smothered?”

      “There were no signs of struggle.”

      “What did the tox screen say?”

      “Clean.”

      “No.”

      Flynn clenched his strong jaw. “Aye.” He leaned over his desk and pressed the spacebar of his laptop. The black screen flashed with color, and then I was staring at a cropped photo of Arlington’s neck, specifically the swatch of skin behind his ear.

      I leaned in closer. “Is that…”

      Flynn pressed a few buttons, and the photo zoomed in so I could see the white ink tattoo better. It was no bigger than a dime, a bird with open wings.

      “Arlington never struck me as the type of guy that had a tattoo,” I said.

      “It was a calling card,” Flynn said. “Someone wanted to take credit for this without being obvious about it.”

      “That’s weird. Why wouldn’t someone just fess up?”

      “I don’t know the answer to that.” He looked at me. “What are you thinking?”

      I continued to stare at the computer screen. “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Something nagging at you?”

      “How d’you know?”

      “Because I know you—and you’ve got this intense, scholarly furrowed brow.”

      I smiled and reached out to touch his cheek. “I love that someone knows me so well.” My hand dropped. “Why now?”

      “What?”

      “Why didn’t Arlington die during the proceedings? Or during his trial? Why within the first few weeks in prison?”

      “Probably so it wouldn’t draw as much attention,” Flynn mused. “People tend to forget the headlines pretty quickly. Arlington dying in prison only affects the few that remember him. Try not to worry too much about it, love. Not at the moment.”

      “Why worry about something you can’t change,” I stated.

      “Exactly.” He watched me carefully, as if he already knew what I was thinking—that I wasn’t torn up about the fact that Arlington was dead.

      “Maybe we should consider this a blessing,” I suggested. “The last link to The Pretender is gone, and now it’s wrapped up. Done. Finished. We can truly move on with our lives.”

      Flynn’s cobalt eyes gleamed like precious jewels. “It’s been weighing on you?”

      “Has it been weighing on you?” I asked back.

      “I didn’t like that we gave Arlington to the Brits to let them handle it. I would’ve preferred⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know what you would’ve preferred. But cutting that deal was the right thing to do.” I shook my head. “Okay, I can’t talk about this right now. I’m headed into Dornoch. I wanted to speak to Father Brooks today about cataloguing the library.”

      He kissed me softly. “I have to talk with Duncan.”

      “Late dinner?” I asked.

      “Probably.”

      “Wine?” I asked.

      “Most definitely.”

      “Sex on the kitchen table?” I teased.

      He grinned. “Absolutely.”
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      Dornoch Library was a Gothic stone building with high-winged arches, sitting on a parcel of land just behind the cathedral. It was three floors of cobwebs, dust, and books that needed cataloguing and organization. It was exactly the kind of project I couldn’t wait to tackle.

      Father Brooks gave me a set of keys and free reign. I could come and go as I pleased. He was actually quite happy to be rid of the overwhelming undertaking.

      “Weel,” he said in his thick brogue. “I’ll leave you to sort out this mess.” With the energy of a man half his age, he sprinted out of the austere and dark building, leaving me alone.

      The first order of business was to get a new light design put in, otherwise I’d strain my eyes and go blind trying to read all the small printed titles on the leather-bound books. I’d have to get a cleaning crew in there to give the place a thorough dusting or I’d be sneezing every five minutes.

      I wandered around the library for the better part of an hour, trying to understand the layout and make sense of the disorder. There was no way I was going to be able to find anything until I pulled out all the books and began rearranging them.

      As the sun set, I reluctantly locked up the library. I was excited and eager to dive in, but it would have to wait. When I got home, I briefly checked in on the twins, but they were bathed and ready for bed. I headed to the den, finding Flynn with Hawk on his lap.

      “He’s sitting still,” I commented with a smile, leaning down to kiss Flynn.

      The toddler began to squirm as soon as I said it. Flynn set him down in front of me, and Hawk wrapped his arms around my legs, peering up at me with a cute, impish grin.

      “Come here, devil,” I teased, picking him up.

      “You cursed it,” Flynn said. He got up and headed toward the bar. “Want a drink?”

      “Scotch, please,” I said as I carried Hawk and sat down on the couch, setting him down to stand between my legs.

      Flynn poured us two glasses and then set mine down on a coaster on the coffee table. Hawk saw it and immediately went for it. “Mine.”

      I threw Flynn a look.  “Should we?” I asked with a grin, holding the glass out of reach so Hawk wouldn’t spill Balvenie Triple Cask all over the carpet.

      “He doesn’t seem to know when to quit,” Flynn said with an amused glance. “I say we give him a taste and see what happens.”

      I dipped my finger into the glass and then touched Hawk’s teething gums. He smacked his lips together and his brow furrowed in confusion. He glanced at his father and then back at me. And then like a tiny baby bird, he opened his mouth and demanded more.

      “That had the opposite reaction I was going for,” I said, setting my glass down so I could lift Hawk onto my lap. I cradled him against me and rubbed his back.

      Flynn shot me an amused look. “We may have opened the door to Hawk’s love of scotch.”

      I brushed back the dark hair off his forehead to reveal the bump that was healing. “Yeah, I think Hawk is smarter than both of us. It totally backfired. Let’s just hope the twins are easier to wrangle.”

      “Aye,” Flynn agreed.

      Hawk’s nanny came into the den and asked if she could take him for his bath. Demonstrative in his affection, Hawk gave me a noisy kiss before letting his nanny lead him out of the den.

      I picked up my glass and took a sip of scotch. “Nice time with Duncan?”

      “We were discussing our next move with the SINS. It’s difficult, you know? We’re entrenched with the FBI. We’re watched and our illegal activities are monitored.”

      “Don Archer leaves us alone,” I reminded him.

      “Aye, in exchange for information about other illegal groups causing trouble in the United States.”

      I smiled in understanding. “You feel like a nark.”

      “A nark?”

      “A snitch.”

      Flynn shook his head and then grinned. “Pretty much.”

      I pat the couch seat next to me, and Flynn got up from his chair and came over. Fitting myself into the nook of his body, I rested my head on his chest. We enjoyed our scotches in silence until we heard Hawk fighting his nanny.

      I looked up at Flynn and grinned. “No rest for the wicked.”

      “Don’t I know it,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Hoisting Hawk higher on my hip, I knocked on Barnabas’s front door. A crop of white hair appeared the moment the door flew open. Hawk squealed in excitement, attempting to lunge out of my arms.

      “Do you want to see the puppies?” Barnabas asked as he took Hawk from me.

      “I do,” I said. I leaned up to kiss Barnabas’s weathered cheek.

      “Come in, come in,” he said with a grin. “You’re looking tan.”

      I laughed. “Liar.”

      “How was Italy?” Barnabas asked as we walked through his old stone cottage toward the back.

      “Gorgeous, restful, perfect. Glad to be back, though. Now where are these adorable puppies?”

      Barnabas opened the door to the pantry to reveal Nan, a black and white Border Collie resting on a pile of old blankets. Her litter of eight puppies nuzzled against her eagerly.

      I crouched down onto the floor and petted Nan. Her ears flattened against her head as she leaned into my hand. Barnabas handed me Hawk, whom I settled onto my lap.

      “You say hi to Mama first,” I said to him, taking his hand and petting Nan’s silky ear. Nan licked Hawk who giggled. He crawled off my lap and scooted toward the month-old puppies.

      “Gentle,” I said to Hawk.

      “You want to hold one, laddie?” Barnabas asked. He crouched down and tenderly lifted a puppy and set it in Hawk’s lap. The look on Hawk’s face was priceless.

      “Every lad needs a good dog,” Barnabas said with a grin.

      “He’s got a sheep.”

      “Not the same.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I was drinking coffee and eating a slice of toast at the kitchen table when Flynn walked in. He was dressed in a navy sweater and dark slacks, his hair styled.

      “What’s your mood like?” Flynn asked.

      I looked up from my list of what I needed to do to make the library presentable. “My mood is good. The twins had a good night’s sleep, and they’re not crabby, and Hawk is at Barnabas’s farm.”

      “Again? You were both there yesterday.”

      “He likes the puppies.”

      “No,” Flynn said.

      “No what?” I demanded.

      “No, he better not come home with a dog. We have a sheep that lives in the house. That’s enough.”

      “She gets bathed regularly, so I really don’t know what your issue is.” I got up to refill my cup of coffee.

      “Because she—can we not talk about Betty?”

      “Sure. What’s going on?”

      “I have to go to Las Vegas earlier than I planned.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Earlier when exactly?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “What happened?” I demanded.

      “Nothing. Yet.”

      “Oh, I get it. You think your mere presence will ensure that everything goes accordingly for the opening and nothing would dare go wrong.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I think it’s a solid plan and I support it,” I said. “So you take the jet and I’ll take a commercial flight.”

      Flynn’s smile was slow and full of amusement. “Ah, hen. You do make me laugh.”

      “I didn’t know I was so funny.”

      “I was going to ask if you wanted to come with me tomorrow instead of flying out later. Let’s bring the boys with us,” he suggested. “The penthouse is more than big enough for us, and there’s a connecting suite for the nannies.”

      “You’ve thought of everything,” I marveled.

      He grinned. “I try. Think about it. While I’m running around like a maniac, you can hang out by the pool.”

      “That’s all well and good,” I said, “but it’s not fun to drink and sunbathe alone.”

      “Ash will be there.”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. She doesn’t want to leave Carys and besides, she’s got stuff to do at the gallery.”

      “She’ll come,” he promised. “I’ll get Duncan to talk to her.”

      “She’s in a place.”

      “What place?”

      “You know, the baby place. Where you can’t see straight or think straight and everything revolves around that.”

      He made a noise in the back of his throat.

      “You’re a man,” I said with a smile. “So you don’t get what having a baby does to your brain. You don’t make rational choices, and logic flies out the window.”

      Flynn looked at me thoughtfully for a moment. “I have an idea. Didn’t you do something so foolhardy as to meet with Winters without vetting the situation first?”

      I didn’t like that reminder. “I was stupid. And hormonal. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      “Hey,” Flynn said, coming to me. He took the coffee cup out of my hand and set it aside before pulling me to him. “I didn’t mean to make you⁠—”

      “I know,” I assured him. I hugged him back, breathing in the clean smell of his shirt, the hint of him beneath.

      “Can you believe it?” he asked.

      “Believe what?”

      “Believe that we made it through all we made it through?”

      I leaned my head back. “Sometimes I think we’re characters in a book and shit just keeps happening to us.”

      He let out a chuckle as his hands cradled my cheeks. He leaned down to kiss me, and just as he attempted to end it, I refused to let him, demanding that he deepen it.

      “I have a minute,” he whispered against my lips.

      “Just a minute?” I teased.

      “Like you need more than a minute,” he quipped.

      “What can I say? We fit together really well. And when it works, it works.”

      “Amen to that,” he said, tugging me toward the privacy of the back porch.
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