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Chapter 1
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Caleb





You want me to what?” I practically shout at da, and as I turn, I immediately regret taking that tone with him.  His eyes are dark, his mouth set, his expression stone cold, like he’s about to strike me.  It wouldn’t be a first.  Even as I stand here, thirty-two years old, fully grown, I’m as tall as him but I’m nearly twice his girth, and I’m still scared shitless of the man.  “Da, are you crazy?  You want me to marry this girl?  Why, I’ve never even met her, and what I do know of her, Laney McAdams is the biggest bitch on the planet!  Did you not read about what she did to President Trump?”

“I don’t really care what she did or to whom, Caleb.  And I don’t care if you know her or not.  That is your task, son, and I’ve never given you a task that I didn’t believe you could accomplish.”

Da, he’s all about backhanded compliments.  “But this is insane, da.  Why would I want to marry?  Least of all her?”

His gaze sears into mine.  “You know exactly why, Caleb.  The McAdams family is the only clan that rivals ours, and if we want to have a stake in that, this is the only way to do it.” He flails his hand in the air.  “Rupert McAdams is not a man to fuck with, Caleb.  The only way to get under his radar is to soften the bastard up, and his only daughter Laney is the ticket.” He pulls up a photo of Laney and Rupert, from an article in his phone.  “Look here.  See that look in his eyes?  That’s love, son.”

An expression I have yet to see on da’s face.  Even with mama he doesn’t look like that.  But then, Fiona Harris is just about as relentless. In fact, that is the glue that holds their thirty-five-year marriage together.  That, and money.  Billions and billions of dollars of it.  The truth is, that’s how mama and da got together.  Papa set them up before he died.  He wanted the family business to be in good hands.  Since then, Harris Investments has soared, acquiring other companies, further building the Harris empire.  

“Love or not, don’t you think it’s going to be a little transparent?  Me going after Laney?  The son of one of the richest men in Scotland, trying to court the daughter of Rupert McAdams, another one of the richest men in Scotland?”

“Caleb, don't patronize me. I did not raise a fool.”

“But da, why can't you set up Murdock, he's the one who's looking to take a wife.”

“And that's precisely why I am not getting him mixed up in this. He's just looking to get his dick wet on a regular basis and I need someone who is going to think with his head.”

“So, you're suggesting that I propose marriage to Laney, and that's going to be the key into the McAdams empire, is it?”

Da lifts a hand in frustration.  “I don't care how you do it, Caleb. But I know that you are the best damn Harris kid to do it. I've seen those silly magazines with your face plastered all over them, pegging you as America's best eligible bachelor.  

“So, I’m like a blue chip, am I?”  I comment, not trying to hide the snark in my voice. Once again, I immediately regret taking that tone, as his eyes turn into daggers immediately.

“You were born into this family with all the same privileges as the rest, Caleb. We have all had to make sacrifices for this family, and you, son, are no different. So, do not think yourself to be more special than the others. I brought you into this family, and I can take you out, just as easily.” Spittle flies out of da’s mouth as he speaks. I know better than to press on.

I see the company jet from the window, da comes over and nods to the pilot, indicating that he can start the engine, taking me back to America, away from Scotland, my homeland, again. This is da’s way of telling me that the conversation is over.  He leaves the room without a goodbye, without asking about the other project that I'm working on for him, that seems to be working itself out perfectly. I look at my phone and see the numerous messages from my various spies holding down the fort in North Carolina, while I'm briefly here in Scotland, for an emergency meeting with da.

The Ford brothers have recently signed with us, and in an attempt to protect my investment, as is the normal practice, my spies have been watching them. Like my family, those boys have had their own share of trouble. And I knew that unless I took some sort of action, that my newest investment would be sullied.

I look down at the helicopter, watching the blades rotate, readying to take me to the airport, where I can ride our private jet back to America. By the messages left from my spies, it seems that a meeting with Beckett Ford is in order, so my departure from Scotland could not have come at a better time.

On the journey back to America, I research Laney McAdams further, noting her veiled insult to former President Trump. But after researching the various billionaire moguls that she has rubbed elbows with, it appears more and more obvious that perhaps all of her moves are just as strategically placed as mine. And I start to wonder if perhaps I have met my match.

Laney McAdams, on the surface, does not appear to be a soft woman. As I dig deeper, I read that her father seems to be a carbon copy of my own father. This will not be something taken lightly. This is not a simple negotiation, no, this is a matter of the heart. And then the more I think about it, I wonder…is it? Perhaps her father has a similar plan in mind, and if I can convince Laney that we should be in cahoots, that could be the answer.

But I'll have to test that theory very carefully.

When I arrive back on American soil, I’ve now made a new request of one of my spies, and it seems that he has pulled through for me.  Shortly thereafter, I find myself at a local bar, and as I sit on a barstool, I look across the way and see none other than Laney McAdams herself. She’s with a bunch of women who I think I recognize. Another is a billionaire, but they don’t look to be discussing business. Then again, one would be surprised how many business deals go down inside grubby establishments such as this. 

Eyes scanning the band of women, I realize that this visit isn’t at all for business, and I credit my spy for seeking her out here, outside of her natural habitat. The bartender is picking up on me watching her, and I quickly come up with a plan that doesn’t make it seem like I’m checking her out. “That’s Laney McAdams.” I thumb her way. “Billionaire. Tried to make Trump look like a chump?”

He smiles as he dries the inside of a beer stein with a plaid towel. “That who it is?  Some guy tried to hit on her and got shot down real quick. You ought to watch your back with her.”

“I had no intention of doing anything like that, dude.”

“Sure.” He nods, unconvinced. 

I ignore him, as I look over at her again, but she’d sooner notice if a bomb went off in this place. It looks like some bachelorette party, but then I see the guest of honor wearing a black sash around her body, and I realize that it’s exactly the opposite. It’s a reverse bachelorette party: a divorce party. I thumb over to her again, not caring if the bartender is still getting the wrong impression.  “There’s something you don’t see every day.”

“Maybe you don’t.” He states, matter-of-factly. “I see them all the damn time.” He scoffs. “More than goddamn bachelorette parties.”

I’m shocked.  “Really.”

He nods. “I think that chick is Brandy Elfman. Big time in the NYSE. Not sure what she’s doing out here.”

“Probably came out to see Laney. Help celebrate her divorce.” I pause. “How do you know about stocks?”

“Don’t let the smock fool you.” He states. “This bar is one of my investments.”

I lift my brows. “And you work here?  Why not hire someone to pass the beers around?”

“I could say the same thing to you. I know who you are. I’m an observer of human nature. That’s how come I work here. I’ve also got a five-star restaurant and a hotel in the city. I work when I want. But I’m also heavy into stocks. That’s how I buy these places.”

He’s about my age, with that clear look in his eyes indicating that he’s a man who knows things. He’s not full of shit. I can tell the difference.  I decide to go for cocky. “How come you didn’t try to pick Laney McAdams up?”

He holds his hand out for me to shake. “Bruce Sutherington.  My wife is Amy Sutherington, the famous chef you see on the Food Network.”

Recognition comes to my face. “No shit. I’ve heard of her. My mama’s told the cooks to use some of her recipes.”

“I’ll tell her that.” He nods, smiling. He releases my hand. “So, what’s your deal with Ms. McAdams?”

I wave. “Ah, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, man.”

“Is it some Scottish thing?” He jokes, as a waitress brings him a drink order. He’s finished polishing the beer steins and he’s put them away. As he starts filling the order, he hands me another beer, even though I didn’t ask for it. 

“Na, it’s nothing.”

“Well, if you ask me, I’d steer clear of her. Like I said, she’s stung a few guys in here tonight.”

I look over at her, and our eyes meet. Her gaze is telling. Although she’s drunk, she’s not here to play. The look says that she’s going to tear me in two if I make any attempt on her. But then I watch her whisper something into Brandy’s ear and rise. Although a tad wobbly, her strut is clear. This is a confident woman, and our gazes are glued together as she walks my way. 

Bruce has the grace to mind his business and hand the waitress her drink order as Laney finally reaches me. When she’s inches from me, she sticks her hand out for me to shake. I feel like neither of us needs an introduction. “Laney.” She says. “But I assume you already knew that.” Her Scottish drawl matches mine. 

“Yes, I did know that, lass.” I tell her. “Am I a fool if I assume you know who I am?”

“Caleb, right?” She guesses, but something tells me it’s not a guess. 

I nod. “I presume our bank accounts look rather similar.”

She smiles all too sweetly. “I never talk about money in a bar.”

“That makes two of us then, lass.”

“So, you’re here to see me then.”  She states shrewdly. 

“I came for a drink, actually. And to meet a friend.” I half lie. I have every intention of meeting up with Beckett Ford shortly, I just had to lick my wounds first before calling him. 

“If that isn’t a lie, I don’t know what is.” Laney says, taking my beer and sipping it, as if I’ve offered.  I’m not sure what to make of that.  No woman has ever just helped themselves like that.  I could have fucking Leprosy for all she knows.  Judging by the table she’s at, and the wine glasses strewn about, I’d say that she’s not drinking from a bottle, as I am.  Not sure what that move means on her part.  

“Alright, fine.  I am here to see you.” I admit, testing the waters.  “As a matter of fact, my da thinks that we should get married.” 

Her expression doesn’t waver.  She’s not shocked.  She’s not even rattled.  I wish I could figure her out.  “Well, that would be a match made in heaven, wouldn’t it.”

“So, you’ve thought about it.  Or your da wants you to marry me, too.” I guess.

She ignores my comment. “Truth is, I wouldn’t marry any man.  I’m not the marrying type.”

“Nor am I, lass.”

Eyes giving me an evaluating glance that strangely tickles me behind the zipper, she scoffs, but the smile on her face is devious.  “Tell me, then, Caleb.  Why did you seek me out if you’re not the marrying type?”

I go for cute.  “I presume your da is a relentless asshole like mine?”

Her lips touch the mouth of my bottle again.  She’s drinking nearly half of it, but I’m so intrigued by this woman, that I don’t care.  “That’s where you’re wrong, mister Harris.  Rupert McAdams is the most caring father in the world.  I’ve got him wrapped around my finger.  He’d never suggest I do anything I don’t want to do.”

“Then why aren’t you laughing at me, telling me I haven’t got a chance?”

Her brows knit together.  “Oh, Caleb, I didn’t take you for a fool.  I thought we were on the same page here.”

“Are you saying that I haven’t got a chance?”

“I told you so, if you were listening.”

“I was listening.  You’re fucking drunk, lass.”

“I’m not drunk enough to skip over the fact that your cock is awake, Caleb.  And I’m not interested in humoring it, now or any time.”

I laugh without a trace of mirth. “You are something else.  You’re the one that came to me. If you knew that I was here for you and you had no intention of making any sort of exchange, then why did you come over here, unless you just wanted to play your little cock tease game, Laney McFucking Adams, hm?  What, do you get off on this twisted shit?”

Eyes pinned on me, she drains my beer, sets it on the bar, coming close enough to me that I could kiss her lips.  I have half a mind to grab her and kiss her like a madman, but somehow, I think that will spur her on.  I picture her the type to bite my lip until it bleeds, tie my hands above my head and torture me with her physical play, and it irks me to no end that I don’t know if that turns me on further, or turns my stomach. It seems like equal parts of both.

“I came over, because I’ve always wanted to meet the man that all the weak women pine over, the man that’s played like a pawn in his heartless father’s fucking game.  And I’m glad that I did, because now I know that you are every bit a little pawn, a victim of your own family, of your hormones, of yourself.  And that, Caleb Harris, is why I would never sink so low as to even touch you.  So, you can go back to your da and tell him that he’s got a better chance of donating every cent of his billions to the fucking Salvation Army, than he’s got of us getting together.  And I can go back to my da and tell him that his estimations were true.  That Dougall Harris, in fact, wanted to marry us, and likely to get his tentacles into our business.”  

Her face is so close to mine I can smell the beer on her breath.  As much as I’m hating every word that she’s uttering, my cock stands fully up, and I hate her for it.  This woman is a seductress, a manipulative, cock teasing bitch, and as much as I want to slap the sultry, ‘I’ll eat you for breakfast’ look on her face off it, I also want to press her up against the wall and fuck her brains out, stuff my cock into that filthy mouth of hers, and shove my seed down her throat until her eyes bulge, but my chest heaves with rage, as much as my cock throbs, and suddenly I’m almost scared.

“Get your fucking face out of mine, you bitch.” I seethe.  “You ever speak to me like that again, and I’ll paste on every goddamn social media outlet how much of a cock teasing whore you are.  You’ll notice that you are the one invading my personal space, drinking my fucking beer, and harassing me, Laney McAdams.  I’d use the expression ‘lady’, but somehow, I think, for you, that term would have to be used loosely.”

She smiles sweetly.  “Oh, Caleb, I was wrong about you.  You are such a fool.”

“I suppose I am, but I’d be even more of a fool if I let you drool all over me for another second, you horny fucking bitch.  You don’t think I recognize you coming on to me?”

Laney laughs out loud.  “And you’re telling me it’s not working?  Why, I bet your little cock is peeking out of the top of your britches, isn’t it.”

“Swine.” I seethe.  I want to push her away so badly, but we seem to have an audience.  “I bet you’re just as wet, lass. I bet your panties are dripping down your fucking leg right now.”

Another laugh.  “Wouldn’t you like to think so.”

“It’s true.  Otherwise you wouldn’t have your face pressed up against mine, and you wouldn’t be wasting your time talking to me, unless you were truly a fucking horny little wench.”

She puts her hand over her mouth and laughs into it, truly humored, but there is still something in her eyes.  What, I don’t know.  Maybe it’s just that she really is that drunk.  I have no idea how much she’s had, but judging by her swagger here, I’d say a lot.  Plus, she literally just downed my entire beer, in less than five minutes.  “Do you want to go back there and I’ll prove it?  I am no more turned on than I am sober.” 

Bruce hands her another beer, stupidly.  We exchange a look.  Not sure what he’s trying to convey.  It’s half a ‘stop talking to her, you moron’, and half, ‘you go, buddy, use the back room’.  Nonetheless, he gives her another beer, and replaces mine that she drank, as she continues her charade.  

“Then all you are is one of them lasses that comes on to men when you’ve got a few in you, or in your case, a lot in you, because it’s safe, and you can be vulnerable all you like, and claim you were too drunk to know what you were doing.  Twenty bucks says that if we go in that back room, you’d cower away, like the little fucking virgin that daddy likes you to be.”

That hit a nerve.  “Fuck you, Caleb.” She growls, takes her beer, and I know that she wants to spit in my face so badly, but she refrains, punctuating the fact that she’s not drunk enough that she doesn’t know exactly what she’s doing.

“Fuck you, too, Laney.” I chuckle, taking a sip of beer, feeling like my mission is accomplished.

That’s when one of my spies messages me with another shocking bit of news, this one way more interesting than Laney showing up in a local bar, tanked to the gills.  

…and then I make that phone call that I’d been meaning to make before I set my eyes on the biggest bitch on the planet…my potential future fucking bride.










  
  

Chapter 2
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Laney





“Don’t you dare go talk to him, Laney!” Brandy, my best friend, dares. She’s the type that says the opposite of what she means, while her eyes dance with mirth. Sarcasm is her strongest suit. And I know that she wants so badly for me to go talk to him, so I can come back with dirt, which she lives for. That’s one of the reasons why I knew that her marriage to Kurt wouldn’t work. He’s a very by-the-book type, and she’s so not. Plus, it didn’t help that he couldn’t handle the fact that she’s stinking bloody rich, and he’s, well, not. 

“I’ll give you my T-Bird.” Wendy, Brandy’s sister, taunts.  Wendy is also a billionaire, but she’s an entrepreneur, who travels the world, designing mansions for the rich, based off their wishes from inspiring pieces in lush countries.  Wendy knows that I’m also a billionaire, so bribing me with money will be for naught.  But I’m completely head over heels in love with her red, 1957 Thunderbird convertible.  I’d give her my first born for that beautiful car.

“You’re full of shit.” I call her on her bluff.  There’s no way she’d give that up on account of a stupid conversation with some billionaire guy who probably still has his mama cut the crusts off his sandwiches.  

“You’re right. I am.” She admits.  “But you have to admit, with the liquid courage you’ve got going on there, and the looks he’s giving you, it’s tempting to go tease the little boy.”

“Go give him a blow job.” Brandy teases further.  “I bet it’ll be his first.”

“First that he didn’t have to pay for, that is.” Wendy adds.  

“Um…” Laurie, Brandy and Wendy’s cousin, interrupts. “You do know that that’s Caleb Harris, right?  He was ranked the most photographed bachelor from some teen magazine.  And I’ve seen him all over the pages of all the other magazines.”

“What are you doing reading teen magazines, you weirdo.” Brandy states.  

“I didn’t say I read it.  I just skimmed through it.”

“What were you doing skimming through it.” Janice, Brandy’s friend, says, voice flat, but with a smile on her face.

“I think we’re missing the point here, girls.” Brandy informs.  “The fact that the most eligible bachelor is sitting on the opposite side of the bar, mere feet from us, just out of earshot, and he seems to be trying to make love to Laney here with his eyes.” She looks at me.  “What are you going to do about it?”

“Does it matter that I’m too drunk to care?” I ask, tipping my head back, tossing back the last of my wine.

“Please.  You’re a Scot.  You can handle yourself.” Brandy says, not impressed.  She’s seen me on drinking binges with my da.  She knows that I’ve never been too drunk to care.  I’m just nonplussed.  The truth of the matter is that Brandy’s divorce simply places a nail in the casket for me.  Sure, Kurt wasn’t rich, and he couldn’t handle it that Brandy was, and Caleb Harris is probably about as rich as I am, so the point I’m making is moot. He could handle it.  Not that I’m even giving the thought of hooking up with Caleb Harris an iota of energy.  I have zero interest in men.  None of them interest me.  Every rich boy I’ve met, which is frequent, are so fucking full of themselves it makes my stomach turn.  And when I have hooked up with non-rich men, they’re so intimidated by me it makes me equally nauseous.

…but they are fun to play with.

“Alright, I’ll bet you he’s here to see me.” I guess.

“Why do you say that?” Brandy tries.

“Please. He’s at a bar, alone, in the middle of the day, and he’s not poring his heart out over a lass, clearly, since he’s checking me out.”

“How did he know you were here?” Wendy probes.

I wave.  “Investment one-oh-one is you check out your investments, and you keep your friends close and your enemies closer.  My da has more eyes on the Harris clan than he has on me.”

“Aren’t you insulted?” Wendy asks, brows knit together.

“It’s the name of the game, lass.  Hell, Caleb’s spies are probably kin with our spies.”  I adjust my breasts by lifting them in my dress, and I fluff my hair, not looking his way, and then I do.

“He’s got it for you, Laney.” Brandy says. 

I lean over and whisper to her, loud enough that the other girls can hear.  “Get a load of this.”


      [image: ]I walk back to the table, and the girls’ jaws are on the floor.  

“I swear to God I thought you were going to take him out back and fuck him.” Brandy says quickly, in disbelief of what just went down.

“Were you?” Wendy asks.  “Were you going to fuck him?”

I scrunch my face.  “Not for twice my income.”

“God, I thought you were going to take him right there at the bar, with the bartender watching.” Laurie adds.  “And I’m not the only one.”

“Yeah.” Janice interjects.  “Every set of eyes in this place were watching you, and likely thinking the same thing.”

“Well, I had no intention of doing that.  The truth is, the guy is truly an asshole, just like I thought.  Cocky bastard.”

“Why is he cocky?” Brandy asks, and here it comes, her need to get all the juicy details.

“Because he thinks he’s got me figured out, but he doesn’t.  I was just fucking with him.  It pissed him off, but it was truly entertaining for me.”

Brandy smiles wide, slowly placing her fisted hand under her chin, completely enthralled. “What did he say?”

“Apparently his da wants us to get married.  Big fucking shocker there.”

All six eyes are on me, and they open wide.

I shake my head quickly.  “Duh.  It’s the oldest trick in the book, you guys.  The two proteges of billion-dollar businesses marry and join forces?  Come on.  Tell me you weren’t thinking the same thing.” I lift a finger. “Oh, but, that’s not what Dougall Harris has in mind, that snake.  He wants to take over the business.  He’s into all those acquisitions.”

“But, don’t you do acquisitions, too?” Janice asks.

“Yes, but we acquire businesses that are doomed, rebuild them, and sell them off to build our equity.  Like what Edward, or Richard Gere’s character, did for a living, in ‘Pretty Woman’.”

“And Harris Investments doesn’t do that?” Wendy checks.

“No, they do a hostile takeover, and use the money that suckers invest in their company, to create more equity, essentially buying them out.  Now, they’re not doing that with their latest kill with the Ford brothers.”

Wendy gasps. “I heard about that!  So, they’re not trying to take over the airport or Crystal Land Developments?”

“No, the Fords are investing with them, not the other way around.”  I clarify.  “I imagine it’s because of the huge skyscraper project and the airline deal with the other asshole Ford clan.  They’re going to make too much money and they have to put their big boy pants on to help deal with that.”

“So, he wants to marry you?” Wendy snorts.  “That’s novel.”

“He doesn’t want to marry me.  He just wants to fuck me.  It’s his da that wants us to get married.”

“Has your dad ever suggested such a ridiculous thing?” Janice asks with an unimpressed growl, as she sips her wine.

“Of course.” I shrug.  “But da knows that I have no intention of ever getting married, despite his incessant need to have more McAdams babies.”

“Well, isn’t that the idea? I mean, how is the company legacy going to be carried forward?” Brandy states.

“Yeah, I mean, even if you squirted out a couple of McAdams slash Harris brats, it doesn’t mean that you have to raise them.  Hell, if your dad rents fucking spies, I’m sure he can chip in for a nanny.” Janice adds.

I shudder.  “God, the thought of squeezing out a kid.”

“It’s awful.” Brandy makes an expression like she just ate a lemon.  “Blood, guts, the whole deal.  Plus, you get fat and get stretch marks.  And you never get to sleep again, like, ever.” Wendy volunteers.

“How would you know?” I ask, not buying it.

“My friend had a baby.  She said it’s the worst experience ever. She said she’d rather get an abscessed tooth pulled without pain killers.”

I decide it’s time to change the subject, as I lift a hand.  “Okay, I think we’re getting a little bit ahead of ourselves here.” As I say this, I watch Caleb, still licking his wounds at the bar.  The bartender has freshened his beer and now he’s making a call.  I figured he would leave, but I guess he’s not finished with me yet.  It’s okay.  I can handle him and his adolescent hard-on.  I’m not about to back down from a billionaire mogul, even if he is the most gorgeous man alive.  He does nothing for me.  At least, that’s what I try to tell myself.  I don’t let on to my girlfriends that my heart really was pounding fast when I was that close to him.  His scent, his big, blue eyes, his accent that matches mine, and the attitude that does, too.  

Truth is, I have no idea if he had a hard-on or not, but he had that look in his eyes like he did. Even though, judging by the magazine articles that I’ve seen him in, it’s a common look for him.  Maybe he always has an erection.  He probably fucks around enough.  I’ll give him this: he’s good at discretion.  I have yet to see an article about him dating a celeb or a supermodel, which is usually the type that rich bitches like him go after.  

 “Okay, why do we keep staring at him?” Wendy says.

 “I'm not staring at him.” I lie. “I already said my piece.”

 “Come on. You're telling me not one iota of estrogen in your body was talking to you as you were over there?”  Janice queries.

 “Not one iota.”  I lie.

 “God, you must be one hell of an actress then.”  Wendy says.  “I swear I was just about to bet Janice that you were going to take him out back.”

 “Well, in that case, I'm glad that you didn't waste your money. Because I would sooner sleep with one of you guys than sleep with him.”

 “You're telling me you wouldn't even just use him? Not even for a one-night stand? You've done that once or twice, don't lie.”  Brandy reminds.

 “Oh my God! Who with?”  Janice gushes.

 “Probably another handsome billionaire is my guess.”  Wendy says.  “That is, after all, the type that you meet on a daily basis, isn't it?”  Janice adds.

 I give her an eye roll, and then gesture with my chin towards Caleb.  “Yes, and we all know how gallant those types are, don't we? Let me run out right now and you can grab me one.”

 “Well, that's why you just use them for sex, and then move on.”  Brandy suggests.  “That's my new strategy.”

 Wendy scoffs.  “Well, Laney’s already warmed him up for you, why don't you go grab yourself a handful of Caleb?”

 “I think my bed needs to cool down just a little bit longer before I go and do something stupid like that.”

 I lift my beer, clinking it against Brandy’s. “Here here. I think that's the smartest thing anyone has said since we got to this dive.”

 We start talking some shop talk and then some shoe talk, and then we discuss what our next girly excursion is going to be, since, evidently, Brandy plans on having plenty of those, now that she's divorced. I catch myself too many times staring over at Caleb, who is drowning his sorrows in beer from the look of it, and I start to think that maybe I should tell him to go and piss off, but I know he'll just say something snide, like ‘it's a free country’, and he's just sitting here having a beer, alone.

 Brandy catches me looking at him once more.  “He got under your skin, didn't he.”

 “I just can't figure out why he's still here.”  I half lie.

 “Well, since plan A didn't work out so well, maybe that phone call he made earlier was Plan B, and he's just waiting it out.”

“Twenty bucks says he made himself a bootie call.” Wendy suggests.

Then we watch another male enter the bar, and recognition comes to my face, and to Brandy’s.  “Okay, so, which Ford brother is that?  I can’t keep track.” Brandy says.

“That’s Beckett.” I answer.

“I thought he was Chas.” Janice says, raising a brow.

“No, Chas is the one that’s fucking their attorney.” I inform.

“What a shit show.” Wendy observes.  “I hope they aren’t cross-breeding or something.”

“I think that only happens when humans mate outside of their species.” Brandy teases.

Wendy shrugs.  “They might as well.”

Janice adds.  “Wade’s the only decent one out of them all.”

“Yeah, remember his last concert?” I interject.  “That boy can sing.”

“And he’s got an ass like two scoops of butter pecan ice cream.” Janice volunteers.  “That’s one billionaire I’d fuck all the way to next Tuesday.”

I guffaw. “Please.  You would not.”

She raises her brows.  “Why do you say that?”

“Because you’re drunk.  And you haven’t been laid since that guy your dad tried to set you up with.”

“Oh yeah?  Well, what about you, huh?  What about the guy your dad’s trying to set you up with?” She sneers, good-naturedly, gesturing with her chin towards where Caleb Harris is still sitting, now with a comrade.

“I said his da is trying to set us up, not mine, stupid.  Have another beer.” I chuckle.

Wendy looks over at the two men, huddled together, like they’re discussing serious business plans.  “Look at them.  Do you think Caleb is telling Beckett how you put him in his place, or do you think that he’s making up a story, like he turned you down.”

“Probably the latter.” I snort.

“I bet he has to pay women to fuck him.” Janice says.

“I wouldn’t go that far.  He is one of the most eligible bachelors according to all the magazines.” 

“Then how come nobody is coming up to him?” Wendy points out.

“Because they saw Laney here tearing him a new one earlier, and they’re scared.” Laurie laughs.  “They likely think that he’s yours, if they know either of you at all.”

“Yeah, you have to admit, it is a good match.” Janice says.

“Careful.” I warn, good-naturedly.  “I could easily introduce you to him.”

 “It's like I've told you a thousand times, it doesn't matter how much money a person makes, if you're a jerk you're a jerk, period.”

 Brandy pipes up.  “Yeah, but you have to admit, it makes it a lot easier on a relationship when you're both making good money. I mean, look what happened to me.”

 “If you want my opinion, Kurt gave it an honest try.” Laurie bargains. “Better than most, anyway.”

 “Of course, you would say that.” I say, matter of factly.  “You always had a thing for him.”

 Brandy's gaze darts to Laurie. Her expression is a combination of shock and insult.  I raise my hand.  “I’m just joking.”

Laurie smiles. I’m not joking, I just don’t want Brandy to rip her eyeballs out in public is all.  I look over at Caleb and Beckett.  Caleb looks at me for a moment.  He’s half toasted.  Eyes glazing over, delayed movements.  Kind of like me.  I’ve had more than my fair share.  But Brandy keeps ordering rounds and it’s her night, so I oblige.  She’s done the same for me many times.  And then they get into what looks like a deep conversation, making me wish I could be a fly on the wall.  I’d be a drunk fly on the wall, but a fly on the wall, nonetheless.

Suddenly, Beckett’s face turns to stone, and he stands up abruptly, and leaves.  Like Caleb just said something to him that made his blood run cold.

…what’s unsettling is that Caleb looks completely unscathed, and the only way that I’ll ever find out what happened, is if I go talk to him again.  

…is it worth it?










  
  

Chapter 3


[image: ]

Caleb





Imake a call to my buddy, Beckett. Better known as the second project that I’m working on with da. Beckett answers on the third ring. “Caleb. What’s going on, man. You saved me.” 

“Yeah?  How’s that.”  

“My brothers are razzing me because Tanya proposed to me last night.”

“She proposed to you?  Dude, that’s epic.” I’m impressed. “Let me buy you a congratulatory drink, man.”

“Thanks, that’s okay.”

“Seriously. I’m sitting at the bar up the street from you. Come on over.”

“Are you sure?  What are you doing drinking at two o’clock in the afternoon?”

“I’ll explain when you get here.”

I’ve got a beer waiting for Beckett when he arrives, and I’m working on my fifth or sixth, but who’s counting.  “I’ve been drinking since lunch time, technically.” I chuckle, patting my buddy on the back in a half hug. 

“I see you’re having a worse day than I am.”

“Your day can’t be so bad, man. You’re getting married, and you got your deal.”

He furrows his brows. “How did you know about that?”

I sip my beer and then speak. “I told you. I have to protect my investment. Da’s got me on official duty.”

“What, have you got a spy watching me?” He asks in a half laugh.

I wave and change the subject.  “Do you love her?”

“Like nothing I’ve ever loved before.”

“That the truth or what you’re telling yourself?”

He gives me a look. “It’s the truth”

“You know Laney McAdams?”

He hesitates, trying to place her. 

I help him out.  “Billionaire mogul.  Owns a hedge funding corporation.”

“Oh yeah.” He nods.  “Wasn’t she voted the most successful entrepreneurial woman last year?  That whole feminist charade deal?” 

“Yeah.” I scoff.  “She’s the biggest bitch on the planet, too, trust me.  Hates men.  All of them.  The only thing she ever wants to do with men is advance herself in some way.”

“Are you speaking from experience?”  He asks me, taking another sip of beer. “Have you had a little tete-a-tete with Laney McAdams yourself?”

I look at him like he just called da a cocksucker.  “Are you out of your mind?  I wouldn’t touch that woman with a ten-foot pole.”  I pause and decide there’s no better time than the present to say what’s on my mind.  “I better get used to it though.”  I add, and pause again, looking at him, point blank. “My da is forcing me to marry her.”

His eyes widen.  His brows furrow.  “Get out of town.  Really?  Like an arranged marriage?”

I lift a hand to stifle him, and then lift the other hand to tip my beer bottle to my lips.  After I swallow, I continue.  “I don’t want to talk about it.” I lift my bottle again, gesturing to it.  “It makes me do this.”

“I get it.”  He changes the subject.  “So, what do you think, man…do you think the old man’s wife found out, or do you think that he’s moved on to another woman to warm his bed?” Beckett asks, referring back to Harry and his sudden and unexpected change of heart.  Harry is the owner of NovoMax, the company that the Ford boys are trying to make a huge deal with.  Recently, the deal has been sullied by a paternity suit.  It seems that Chas Ford couldn’t keep his dick in his pants, and messed around with Rachel, Harry’s lover, and consequently his Executive Assistant, which is how she and Chas crossed paths.  Oh, rest assured, he didn’t get her pregnant. Evidently, it was just front seat shit that they did, but Rachel decided to play the manipulation card, and filed a suit against Chas Ford, to try to threaten the billionaire family.  

The plan backfired when the Fords hired Ericka, an attorney, that responded to the lawsuit with certain expectations that couldn’t possibly be met, namely a positive pregnancy test backed by a laboratory of their choice, which would reveal that Rachel is so full of shit her eyes are brown.  It came down to the Fords considering walking away from the deal, to avoid buying themselves further trouble.  However, Henry had unexpectedly made a call to Beckett right before I called him, saying that he’s decided to drop the suit and move forward with the deal, confusing the Ford boys, my new investment clients, to no end.

“He better hope he found someone else to warm his bed.” I say.

“Why’s that.” Beckett asks conversationally, lifting his beer to his lips.

I look at him, like I’ve got all the answers.  

Feeling suddenly as sober as a judge.  

Feeling like everything is finally falling into place.  

...“Because that Rachel lass is dead.”

His gaze darts to mine.  “What the fuck are you talking about?”

I play dumb and numb, sipping my beer again.  “You mean you didn’t know?”

Now it’s his turn to make a face that looks like I just called his da a cocksucker.  “Is this the face of someone in the know?”

“Take it easy, buddy.”

He rises.  “No, I will not take it easy!  What the fuck are you talking about?  Never mind, you’re fucking crocked!  I’m outta here.” He walks out of the bar, pissed right off.  I consider ordering another beer, but I’ve once again attracted an audience.  All eyes are on me.  It’s time to get the fuck out of here.  If anyone didn’t know who I was five minutes ago, they do now.  I pay my tab, surprised that old Bruce is letting me drive, but then he stops me before I put my wallet away. 

“You got a driver, Caleb?”

“No, but I can get a ride.”

He gestures with his chin towards the door.  “Your friend waiting outside for you?”

“That’s doubtful.  But I’ve got someone that has wheels. Don’t sweat it.  Thanks for the concern.”

He smiles.  “I’m not fond of my patrons leaving here dead is all.”

“I get it.” I pick up my phone, showing him that I’m calling someone, and I do.  One of my goons is outside, as always.  I wouldn’t say that I have a permanent bodyguard, but I usually have an entourage of some sort within a few blocks' radius of my whereabouts.  Minutes later, I’m in a car, and another goon is driving my truck home.  Once I reach home, I wait to go to bed, until I know that my truck is home first.  My house is big and modern and filled with enough medieval shit I could probably wear a different suit of armor every day, and host regular sword fights.  

That is the one thing I miss about living full-time in Scotland.  I love castles and history.  America, at least where I live for most of the time, has nothing historical. No architecture, no cathedral buildings, no castle ruins, nothing.  But that could also be because I never get out enough to see it if anything like that did exist.  I’ve only had a home in America for the past ten years, and it’s only been five years since I’ve lived here more than in Scotland.  Mama and da still live there, in our childhood home, running our flagship business.  Da had me, along with a load of family and some friends, move out here, to help expand.

He’s promised me for years that I could go back but it’s only as a reward for good behavior, which I have yet to achieve, seeing as I’m still here.  Sure, I’ve colored outside the lines on many occasions. Just like da, I’m a man with imagination and exemplary nonconformity.  Case in point, my forced marriage to Laney. The backhanded compliment, regardless of how much it stung at the time, rings true. There has not been one thing to date that I have not been able to fulfill for my da.  From moving out here to America, to growing our business here in the states, to securing as many successful accounts as possible. There has not been one stone left unturned.

I hate it, but I also love it, how da likes to test the limits. It's how he's grown the business to where it is, and it is a trait that I have inherited from my family. It's the challenge that I love. And as much as I hate to admit it, marrying Laney is going to be the motherlode of challenges. Or, at least, getting her to marry me. Normally, I don't have a problem getting women into bed. Can't say I've ever been in a relationship before, but I'm sure willing to give that a try, for the sake of fulfilling da’s wish.  Also, a small part of me wants to torture Laney, by having her marry me, the most eligible bachelor, according to whatever the trash magazines have been writing about me.

 One thing I will tell you, is that being a billionaire sure doesn't help you sleep at night. As I lay in bed, I rewind in my mind what happened today. Even though the beer buzz has long worn off, with at least half a day's work behind me, I can still see the look of shock on Beckett Ford's face.  And just as I'm thinking that, my cell phone rings, and sure as the nose on my face, it's Beckett.

 He doesn't even greet me with a hello, he just rips right into me.  “How did you know?”  He demands. “Unless, of course, you're answering your phone in a jail cell.”

“Do you honestly think I'd risk everything to do that?”  I ask with a half chuckle, incredulous that he'd ask such a thing, although I do see where he'd get that idea from.

“Come on, Caleb. Everyone knows that billionaires tend to get themselves out of trouble with the law. Everyone has their price.”

“In that case, I should be asking you the same thing, Beckett. You're just as much of a suspect as I am.”

“You're off your rocker if you think that I would do that to a girl, just because I have fantastic legal counsel that would get me out of this mess.”

 I ignore his statement. “Besides, how do you know it wasn’t old Henry himself that did it?”

“You called me up, asked me to come to the bar to meet with you, and then you drop the bomb on me. Before I even knew a goddamn thing. How do you explain that, Caleb?”

“What did your brothers have to say? When they found out that you're free and clear, with the added bonus of Henry already wanting to do business with you?”

“They're more worried about the fact that we may be doing business with a murderer, if you really want to know the truth.”

“Look, man. I swear to God, I didn't touch her. I don't even know where she lives.”

“That's a weak alibi, man. You know damn well that she didn't die at home.”

“Beckett, focus. I could persuade any multi-billionaire mogul to join forces with me. I'm not that desperate for business to go as far as murdering to get it.”

 He ignores me, continuing his tirade. “You could easily just hop a plane and head back to Scotland to sidestep the law.”

“And I would get extradited, just like anyone else, Beckett. Besides, why would I do that, and risk being banned from coming back to America? No matter which way you slice it, my man, nothing would be worth murdering someone for money.”

 He's about to go off again, and I stifle him, growing irritated. “Do you want me to do a lie detector test, Beckett? Because I'll do it to prove to you that I'm not fucking lying.”

Then he says something that shocks the hell out of me. “Her throat was slashed, Caleb. And I know that you're into them medieval swords and shit, don't deny it.”

“Anyone can own a sword or a knife, Beckett. Don't be ridiculous.”

 “Yeah, but that would be your own brand of vigilante justice, wouldn't it, Caleb? I bet your dear old da told you to do the deed, didn't he? Just so that me and my brothers could secure that deal with NovoMax, and we could pony up the dough to you.”

“And witness losing my first account, because of a fucking murder trial, huh?  Sounds like a win-win to me.”

“Don’t get cocky with me, Caleb.”

“Well, I don’t mean to be, Beckett.  But you’re not making any sense. And, frankly, until the cops come knocking on my door, I think you’re out of line.  I’m telling you I didn’t do it, and I have no reason to lie to you, man.  Look, your account doesn’t mean that much to me, dude.  Like I said, I can partner up with thousands of other billionaires.”

“Yeah, but you know me, Caleb.”

“And you know me, Beckett.  Have I ever lied to you?  Have I ever laid a finger on a soul? I’m a peaceful man, Beckett.  And I know that you know that, otherwise you and your brothers wouldn’t be doing business with me.”

He pauses for thought.  I think I got through to him.  So, I leave it alone and change the subject slightly, trying a different angle. “Is Chas flipped out?”

“Yeah, especially since a neighbor saw him fucking show up at her doorstep recently, arms flailing.  He’s probably going to be a suspect, too.  And that’s the last thing we need.  God, Henry will pull out, the skyscraper project will pull out, and fuck, my other brothers may even pull out of the fucking airline deal, too, for all we fucking know.”

“Beckett, take it easy, man.  Like I said, you don’t know what shit’s going down with the cops.  Until you do, just chill.”

“Maybe you’re right.  I mean, hell, it could have even been Henry, like you said.  But if that’s the case, then we need to pull out of the NovoMax deal.”

“Don’t pull out of any deals, my man.  Don’t jump the gun.  Wait until the investigation is underway and see what comes of it.  I love you, buddy, but I think you’re blowing this way out of proportion.”

He sighs.  “Chas is having a fucking cow.  Dale and Bryn are staying with him.”

“What, while you freak out?” I say with a soft chuckle.  “It looks like you’re the one that needs to be watched over, if you ask me.”

“I’m fine.  I just…this is shit that we’re not up for.”

“Your other brothers have had their share of trouble, too, man.  It doesn’t end.”

“God, do you know everything?” He practically growls, but it’s sort of a half laugh, and a half ‘I really don’t know about you’.

“It’s my job to know everything, Beckett.  And if you’re smart, you and the other four Fords will double up on your security measures, and on your eyes, if you want my advice.  You guys are prey to many now.  Hell, I can loan you some of my eyes or we can make a deal, but either way, you’ve got to get better backup for shit like this.”

“Yeah, you’re right.  It’s about time we protected more than just our fucking assets after this shit.  The last thing we need is someone pegging one of us as a murderer.”

“That goes double for me.  My da spares no expense for eyes.  Never has.  There isn’t a social security number we haven’t checked, a body we haven’t followed, or a background we haven’t fully investigated since da’s bank account reached seven figures, and I was just a tyke then.”

“And you swear that’s how you knew about Rachel.” He says flatly, checking.

“I swear to you, man.  On everything I own and love.” 

But as I say this, we both hear my security panel sound, and as I check my phone, I see two police cruisers in the monitor, waiting to be let in.  “Who’s coming over to visit you at this time of night, Caleb?” Beckett asks, but from his tone, we both know well enough who it is.

“You called it, my brother.  It’s our boys in blue.”

“Care to take back anything you said to me in the last ten minutes, man?” He asks, levelling with me.

I hesitate only for a second, before saying.  “Not one fucking word.”










  
  

Chapter 4
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Laney





Although I may come off like I can drink my da under the table, I pay for it dearly the next day, and today is no exception. As I stand in my kitchen, sucking down an Advil, and da’s hangover remedy, which consists of raw eggs, lemonade, Tobasco sauce, and an entire bottle of Gatorade, I scroll through my phone, and I have to blink twice. “Shit.” The first person I call is Brandy, since, well, she’s usually in the know about way more than me, so it’s sometimes a race for us to call each other. 

“Did you see it?” She asks, voice dripping with satisfaction, without so much as a hello.

“I did.  Holy shit.”

Plain as day, sure, it’s an article from some rag, but it states that Caleb Harris has been held for questioning in a murder investigation.  It also states that Chas Ford is being detained as a person of interest in the same investigation.

“Who’s the chick?” I ask, checking out the photo of the dearly departed, clad in a cheap Armani suit and knockoff Manolo Blahniks.  Her bottled-blonde hair is iron-straightened and tied back so tightly, she wouldn’t have needed a facelift for years.  

“No idea.  Probably his latest conquest.” Brandy states, unimpressed.  “Maybe that’s really the reason why he was at the bar last night.”

“I don’t think so.  He could pick any bar and he picked the one that I was at?  Not buying it.  He didn’t kill her.”

She laughs out loud.  “How would you know!”

“Why would he risk everything for a slut like that?  Think about it.”

“Maybe she threatened his billions.” I can almost hear her shrug.

“Do you know how many people do that?” I snort.  “He’d be a goddamn serial killer.”

“True.  But, still.  You don’t think he did it?”

I frown.  “Na.  He doesn’t have that vibe.  I would have picked up on that straight away.”

“Maybe it was a crime of passion.  Fucked her brains out or something.”

“It says her throat was slashed, Brandy.  Last time I checked, people generally don’t cut each other’s throats for pleasure.  Maybe a little choking, but no cutting.”

“I wonder how he’s even being detained.  I mean, I’m sure he can buy his way out of that, can’t he?  He’s probably got the world’s best attorneys at the ready with his wallet.”

“Maybe he didn’t pay them enough of a retainer to be on call twenty-four-seven.”

“That’s bullshit.  They’ve got a team of lawyers at the ready, if they have any brains at all, and I know that they do.”

“Why, because Caleb’s da wants you and him to marry?”

“Well, although I hate the son of a bitch, in an ideal world, it would be the perfect scenario.  And quit changing the subject.”  

“I’m not changing the subject.  We’re justifying whether or not they have the brains and/or power to dig themselves out of a murder investigation.”

I take another sip of hangover remedy and wince.  “He didn’t do it.  But I’m not going to stand on the jury defending him, I’m just saying that he’s not the murdering type.  If he really wanted her dead, he would have hired someone to do the dirty work and hired a team of people to hide his tracks.”

“So, you’re saying that it’s possible he didn’t actually do it, but that he’s behind it.” Brandy clarifies.

“Exactly.”

“Well, what would be his motivation?”

“I’m pretty sure if he’s connected to the Ford pretty boys, then he did it to help them out.”

“Why would he do that?”

“To protect his investment.”

“And why wouldn’t they just hire someone to off her?”

“Because they were too busy trying to skulk their way out of the paternity suit.  I don’t think that they’d go that far.  To have her killed.  Their attorney hadn’t even finished ironing out all the details as far as I know.”

“You make my head spin sometimes, you know that?”

I chuckle.  “Why?”

“God, Laney, do you know their preference in briefs?  Perhaps the name of a childhood pet?  My God, where do you find the time to stay on top of all this shit?”

“Don’t patronize me.” I tell her, bored.  “It’s part of the process, Brandy, and you know it as well as I do.  Nobody goes to bed with anyone in this business unless you know everything and anything there is to know about a person.”

“If that’s the case, how come you didn’t already know about Dougall Harris’s plan to marry you and Caleb up?”

“That’s about the only sacred ground.  What they say to each other.” I explain.  “Anything they say in public or otherwise is fair game.  It’s common knowledge that anyone with our kind of bread would have eyes on everything.”

“It’s creepy if you ask me.”

“Please.  Like you don’t keep tabs on people.”

“Only on my ex, and I don’t even have to do that anymore.”

“Then you’re a fool.  With all the money you have.  Don’t come crying to me if you get rolled.”

She snorts, unconvinced.  “Don’t think I haven’t already. Look at the goddamn alimony I had to give to my scum-sucking ex-husband.”

“Well, again, that’s your stupidity.  With your income, you should have had a prenuptial agreement.”

“What are you?  The billionaire rule book?” She whines, unimpressed and irritated.

“I figured all the years we’ve been friends that something would have rubbed off on you.”

She sighs.  I sigh.  We giggle a bit.  “You’ve got to find out what’s going on with this murder investigation, Laney.  God, I hate to admit it, but without Kurt and all his drama, I kind of miss it all.”

“What do you want me to do?  Go down to the police station and ask him?”

She pauses.

“You’re not fucking serious.  Why would I do that?  Caleb will think I’m insane.  And it is…insane.  Especially after I just ate him for breakfast not twelve hours ago.  God, my head still hurts from last night.”

“Tell me you’re not dying to go over there.  At least to rub it in.” She snaps her fingers together. “Hey, that could be your alibi.  Your reason for being there.  To torture him.”

“Do you honestly think that they’ll even let me in to see him?  What for?”

“Laney, he’s only being held for questioning. He’s not under arrest.  You read that for yourself.  You could go down there and play your ‘friend’ card to get in.  Say you’re there for moral support.”

Another sigh, this time an indignant one.  “Brandy, do you honestly think that I have that kind of time?  I have a meeting with my da at ten o’clock, and it’s already eight-thirty.”

“Which leaves you plenty of time.” She points out.

“You’re not serious.  Come on.  This is borderline obsessive.  It’s also going to give Caleb the wrong impression.”

“Not if you come off like a total bitch.  I know you can handle that.  You did a fantastic job last night.”

She knows how to soften me up.  Push my buttons.  I hate that.  “Fine.  I’ll send one of my suits down to grill him.”

“Why a suit?  They won’t get in for sure, Laney.  Plus, do you think Caleb will see them?  I doubt it.  That boy is going to have his back up for everything and everybody.  Hell, his suits will be working overtime, watching every being that enters or leaves during his stay.”

“Brandy, seriously. He’s just there for questioning.  With my luck he’ll be gone by the time I get there.  I mean, how long does it take to question a guy on murder charges?”

“One of the articles I read said that they’re holding both Caleb and Chas because of some sort of evidence.” She pauses, and hisses.  “Hey, find out what that is, too!”

“God, I’m done talking now, Brandy.  I’ll go down there and talk to him, but I’m not a fucking suspect, and the way that you want me sniffing around, I might as well be.” As I’m about to hang up on her, she says quickly, getting the comment in there fast.  “Fuck him in the interrogation room.”

I roll my eyes as I disconnect.  Down the hatch the rest of my hangover remedy goes, as I walk to the shower, step in, and proceed to drink more water than I wash with.  I manage a healthy pee with a good stream before leaving, thinking that if I’m dehydrated, I may faint, rather than pull off the attitude that I want to pull off.  As the voice inside my head continually screams for me not to do this, I mentally slap myself for listening to Brandy.  But it’s tough not to, since if this turns out to be a stupid move, thanks to my best friend, it would be a first.  Da’s inside my head, shaking his head, trying to figure out how I can be so dumb by all but caving to what can only be described as a dare.  Nonetheless, I dress in my power suit, complete with a blouse underneath a double-breasted jacket, that reveals only a respectable amount of cleavage.

And I’m off.  Not sure if I’m still half-drunk from last night or if I’m just drunk on the power vested in me sheerly by what I do for a living.  The inherent confidence usually serves me well, but sometimes it’s questionable.  Once I arrive at the police station, I go straight to reception and ask to see Caleb Harris, and surprisingly, the woman lets me go see him.  I’m thinking that with the power suit and the business card, which she clearly didn’t pay much mind to, that she thinks I’m either a lawyer or a psychologist.  Either that or Caleb paid her off so that he can see any visitor.  Anything is possible.

He’s sitting in a room alone, drinking a coffee, stupidly, and I have to scoff as I enter, as he sits in the same clothes he was wearing the last time I saw him at the bar.  “Don’t tell me you don’t have a lawyer.”

His face says that he’s not in the mood.  “Why?  You want to represent me?  Or perhaps recommend one that’ll defend me so well I get put behind bars?” He pauses, scraping a hand down his face.  “What the fuck are you doing here, anyway?”

“I heard you were here.”

“So?  Why the fuck do you care?  You’ve made it clear that you’d spit on the ground I walk on.”

“Maybe so, but I have a curious friend who wants me to get the dirt on you.”

“And you figured I’d cave and tell you?  Why would I do that?”

I ignore him.  “So, did you kill her?”

He gives me a look I can’t decipher.  “Laney, I can walk out of here of my free will, and I’ve been patient for the last eight hours.  Don’t make me walk out of here on account of your stinking presence.”

“That’s bullshit. If you could walk out of here, why wouldn’t you?”

“I’m not under arrest, counsellor.  I’m staying here in good faith, while they run fingerprints on the murder weapon.”

“Don’t you have an alibi?  When was this slut killed, exactly?”

“I’m sure you know that already, seeing as you knew I was here.  Don’t play coy with me, Laney.”

I walk towards him, away from the door, looking at the cheap watercolor portraits of trees and bicycles hanging on the shabby walls.  Caleb sits on a couch that looks like it’s circa nineteen seventy-five, with wooden armrests and torn leather. The stuffing is hanging out of one side so badly if someone sat down aggressively, it would fall out like someone squeezing a tube of toothpaste.  “I assume by your lax answer that you don’t have an alibi.”

He sighs and sinks back further into the couch.  “She’s not willing to corroborate on account that her husband will find out.”

I look at him, disgusted.  “You’re a fucking pig.”

“I’m an honest one, at least.” He combs a hand through his dirty hair. “Besides, why the fuck do you care.”

“I don’t care.  I’m just shocked that you’d admit to sleeping with a married woman.”

“More so than if I admitted to murder?” He asks, and I can tell that he’s growing short on patience, which is exactly what I’m going for.

“Are you admitting to murder?”

He lets out a long breath of air. “What do you want, Laney.” He says, rubbing his eyes.  “I’m surprised that bitch let you in.”

“You said that you aren’t being detained. You’re free to have whatever guest in here that you want.  Frankly, I’m surprised that your attorney isn’t present.”

“She was here earlier, in case you’re keeping score.  In fact, now that I think about it, that’s probably why you were let in.” He looks me up and down, matter-of-factly.  “You’re wearing the same goddamn suit that she’s wearing.”

I don’t know whether to be insulted or to laugh.  So, I just guffaw and take a seat on the couch, on the opposite end. “So, what happened?” I ask in the most insinuating tone, contempt laced all over.  “Did you fuck her and then slice her throat, or was that all part of the act?”

He draws in another breath, cupping his face with his hands, and he speaks on exhale.  “Sure, Laney.  I fucked her brains out, right after Chas did, only I didn’t know that she’d been with Chas, and in a fit of jealous rage, I offed her with my hunting knife.”  He pauses, clearing his throat. “Only I don’t hunt, except for when I’m in Scotland, and I don’t have a hunting knife here.  I also don’t use a knife when I’m hunting, I use a rifle.  Anything else you want to know, Laney?  My lady lawyer, your twin, will be back here any second, so why don’t you toddle off and go find someone else to harass?”

“Is that what you told your lady lawyer?” I tease.  “And why did she leave you, huh?  To go take a shower?”

He looks at me like I just called his da a cocksucker.  “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Why do you keep dodging my questions?” I say with a mirthless smile.

“Why do I need to answer to you, anyway?  It’s none of your fucking business, and frankly, this is harassment.  Why don’t you go pick on Chas?  He’s a billionaire, too, man, and he could have offed her just as easily as I could have.”

I lean back and speak conversationally, letting my shoe bounce off the end of my toe. “Chas isn’t the murdering type.  Those Ford boys are too pretty.  He wouldn’t want to get his hands dirty.”

“I think you’re wrong about that, Laney.”

I look at him.  “What am I wrong about?”

“Everything.”

“And the vaguest answer of the year award goes to…”

He looks at me.  “I don’t have to answer to you, Laney.” His eyes scan me, down my shirt, to my breasts, giving me a thrill, when those types of glances from men don’t usually make me squirm.  Suddenly I feel empowered.  Like my sexuality really does carry some clout here.  I almost chide myself for thinking this, but the odd sensation can’t be helped.  I never noticed how fucking sexy Caleb Harris is, and I hate myself for even noticing it.  What’s worse is he’s dirty, and still smells sickly sweet from drinking last night, but that only adds fuel to the flame that starts burning inside me.  Trying to avert my gaze to hide it from him, I look away, but it’s too late.  His voice is low, sultry, when he speaks.  “You really don’t hate me as much as you make like you do, do you, Laney.”

What happens next questions every moral fiber in my body.










  
  

Chapter 5
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Laney showing up came as a shock, at first, until I figured out her reason for being here. She came to play. In what sense, I discover about five minutes in, and I test that theory pretty fast. The look in her eyes says that she’s going to eat me for breakfast, like she did last night at the bar, but then her gaze cowers from mine, surprising me. She’s vulnerable. Why, I don’t know, since I’m the guy here for a murder investigation. But then, as my gaze sears through hers, it’s like I mentally tear her down. Or at least, that’s what I think, until I test that theory. 

When my eyes go to her lips, she pulls back slightly.  “Caleb, don’t even try it.” 

“Try what.” I say, voice low and intentionally sultry.

“I have no interest in you.”

“Really.  Well, actions speak louder than words, and you’re still sitting here.”

She swallows, and I swear to God, I see a bead of sweat roll down her temple.  But I’m not looking at her temple, oh no, I’m looking at her eyes.  Those big blue eyes with so much mystery yet so transparent, all at the same time.  As I draw closer to her, she doesn’t move.  It’s like she’s frozen in time, battling with herself, knowing that she feels the same magnetism as I do, but also knowing that she’s already created certain boundaries between us, boundaries that I’m trying to break, and she can’t decide if they’re ready to be broken yet or not.  

“Caleb…” She says, voice soft, almost begging, making my cock stand right up.  

“Laney…” I murmur, so close to her skin I can feel the heat from her, yet I’m not touching her.  My guess is it’s been so long since she’s been with a man, that her body is wide awake, yet her mind has objections.  When she says my name, it’s a cross between begging me to stop and begging me to continue.  My lips graze hers, barely making contact, and then I slide to her neck, doing the same, just a taste, but not enough to say I even touched her, but enough for her to beg for more.

The knock at the door jars her thought.  She all but pushes me aside, breaking the spell.  “You son of a bitch!” She snarls.  “I can’t believe you did that!”

Another knock.  

“What the fuck!” I shout at her and at the door.

Laney rises abruptly, all but shuddering, shaking off whatever just happened.  

“Did you get what you wanted?” I shout at her.

“Asshole.” She mutters, walking to the door, opening it.

“Oh, that’s rich.” I tell her, watching the girl from the front observe us like she’s watching a ping pong match.  “You’re the one that accosted me here, remember.”

“Fuck you.” She spits, stomping away, like an errant child.  

“I…is this a bad time?” Luwanda asks.

“No, not at all.  What’s going on?” I ask, walking to her.

“Oh, um, your lawyer just called. I think your phone is dead.” She explains, handing me a charging cable.

I pull my phone out of my pocket.  Sure enough, it’s dead.  “Shit.  Thanks.” I say, taking the cable from her.  “Any progress with the prints?”

“No, but you can go anytime you like.  Chas just left.  We have everything we need for now.”

I lift a brow.  “Then, why give me a charging cable?”

“Well, I didn’t know how long you and your lawyer would be in there for.”

My eyes roll.  “That was not my lawyer.  In case you weren’t aware, lawyers don’t typically talk to their clients the way that she talked to me, for the record.” God, how dumb is she?  I decide that if Chas is out, then so am I.  A constable is handy so he gives me a ride back home, where I take a shower, change my clothes, and do everything to avoid answering my phone to my da, who has left me three messages, all irate, all demanding to know what the fuck is going on, his words, but instead of doing the smart thing, I do something stupid instead, and head over to Chas’s house.

His truck is in the driveway, so I bang on the door.  He answers a minute later, by simply holding the door open, and not saying a word.  “Still not talking to me, huh.”

“I’m not talking to anyone, for the record.  My brothers’ orders.”

I close the door behind me.  “You always do what your brothers tell you?”

“No.  But I figure since I may need their help on the stand, I better fucking listen this time.”

As soon as I sit down, the door knocks.  

“Fuck.  That’s Beckett.” Chas rises and opens the door for his brother.  Beckett has coffee and donuts, and he’s got a laptop bag hanging on his shoulder.  

Beckett sees me and gives me a weak smile. “I didn’t see any of your brothers at the station.” He’s matter-of-fact, like he’s almost disappointed.  In fact, the only person that showed up aside from my lawyer, was Laney.

“Yeah, well, they’ve got better things to do.  Besides, da probably told them to stay the hell away, to avoid any further muddying of the fucking family name.”

“You should probably call him.” Beckett states.  “He even went so far as to call me, looking for you, when he showed up at the police station, and you weren’t there anymore.”

“Fuck…me.” I whine, resting my head on the back of the couch.

Beckett takes a seat across from me, on the armchair, while Chas sits on the opposite side of the couch, next to me.  “So, it looks like we’re fucked for prints.” Beckett states.  “No viable prints on the goddamn knife.”

I look at my fingers, with still some scant remnants of the ink they used to take the prints from me, on them.  

“Where’d they find the knife?”

“Tossed in the bushes from what the lawyer said.” Chas explains.  

“Yeah, but the neighbors are reporting a shitload of people going in and out of her place at all times of the day and night, so a lot of questions.” Beckett adds.

“That’s probably why they weren’t so inclined to keep us there.” I volunteer.

“Hey, was that Laney McAdams I saw leaving just after me today?” Chas asks.

“Yeah.” I answer, not wanting to divulge anything further, but I know that it can’t be avoided.

“What was she doing there?  What, is she following you around now?” Chas guffaws.

“I don’t know.  I guess a girl tends to do that once you tell her that your da wants you to marry her.” I shrug.

“She was sweet on the idea?” Beckett inquires.

I snort. “Exactly the opposite.  She came there to interrogate me.  Torture me.” I leave out the part where I came so close to her I could smell her perfume, where my cock woke straight up, and where I could have pushed her onto that shabby couch and fucked her brains out until she begged me to stop.

Beckett furrows his brows.  “Why did they even let her in?”

“The chick out front is as dumb as a bag of fucking rocks.” Chas snorts.  “So, what now, man?” He asks both me and Beckett.

“Well, we wait it out.” Beckett shrugs.  “Lay low until the cops decide if there’s enough evidence to make an arrest.”

“Fuck, am I ever glad that our folks aren’t alive to witness this shit.  Now I’ve seen everything.” Chas says, laying his head on the back of the couch. I notice that nobody is eating the donuts, so I help myself to one, and one of the coffees, without asking, but neither of them seem to care.  

“Thanks, man. Both my mama and my da are still alive and are going to kick my fucking ass for this shit.”

“I guess you’re going to have to come to some sort of an agreement with Laney now, huh.” Chas jokes. “To get back into your dad’s good graces, anyway.”

“I’ve got a bigger chance of sprouting a third fucking leg, man.  She hates me and the feeling is mutual.” I add, especially since she also appears to be a huge fucking cock tease, something I absolutely cannot stand in a woman.  But I still can’t wipe that look on her face out of my head.  It was as sexy as hell. Those needy, vulnerable eyes, the want in them.  It makes me shudder just thinking about it.  “Fuck, I better get out of here and go see my da, man.  Before he finally hunts me down and tears me a new one.”

“Sounds like a sensible plan to me.” Beckett says.  

I rise and head for the door, taking the coffee and the rest of the donut with me.  Before reaching the door, noting that neither brother is seeing me out, I turn to say one last thing.  “You guys…you guys are still going through with the investment plan, right?”

Beckett gives me a ‘level with me’ look.  “As far as I’m concerned, yes, but it all depends on what unfolds with all this shit.  If anyone loses confidence in us on account of Chas’s alleged involvement, we could be in a heap of shit, you understand.”

I nod.  “Yeah.  Same goes for me, too, I guess.”

“It’ll all come out in the wash somehow, man.” Beckett adds.  “The truth will set us free.”

Another nod. “Yeah.  Yeah, you’re right.  I’ll see ya.”

“See ya, Caleb.” The boys say simultaneously, as I walk out, closing the door behind me.  

But instead of going home or to the office, I do something stupid…again.
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“You did what?” Brandy barks into the phone, eating a bagel.  “Let me get this straight.  You dressed in your fuck suit, traipsed your way down to the police station, got nothing on him, and then you almost kissed him?” By the end of that summation, her voice is a squeak.  “This…this is like a trashy romance novel without the heat.  You gotta give me something, Laney!”

“Why am I suddenly the one responsible for your entertainment?”

“Because I’m divorced.  The only entertainment I’m going to get now is from my girlfriends.”

“Why would you say that?  You can have a life, too, you know. Isn’t that why you got a divorce?” My laptop is open on my desk.  I just saw a client, and I don’t have another one for an hour, so while I’m catching up on emails and daily numbers research that my assistant brought to me, I decided to let Brandy off the hook, and give her the goods on this morning’s field trip to the local police station.

“Quit changing the subject.  How did you almost kiss him?”

I pretend like it wasn’t as hot as it was.  “Don’t make me gag.” 

“Did you slap him?”

“No, but I told him to fuck off and called him an asshole, before storming out of there.”

“What gave him the idea that you might want to kiss him?” She asks, either confused, or digging, not sure which.  If she were here, I could tell by her face.

“I have no idea.” I lie.  It was my face.  I wanted it.  I wanted to kiss him.  It’s an odd feeling, when you can’t stand someone, but they’re so goddamn gorgeous, sexy, and you have so much in common with them, that the magnetism can’t be ignored.  “But I didn’t let him have it.”

“Did you want to?”

“Like I said.  Don’t make me gag.”  I’m a good liar.  I lie for lots of reasons.  It’s mostly for good.  I’ve won several contracts because of my inherited trait.  We McAdams’s are great actors.  Da is no exception.  In fact, if I didn’t know him better, I’d say he already knew that Caleb was going to approach me with his da’s strategy to have us wed.  He’s just going to use reverse psychology to make me think that it’s a horrible idea, knowing full well that I love a challenge.  We know the Harris family well.  People in this business tend to mingle a lot at different functions and events, so over the years, we’ve grown to learn that they have risen to the cream of the crop, being the largest investment company in the state, and the second largest in the United States.  

If Harris Brothers Investments were to take us over, that would make them the largest in the U.S., giving Dougall Harris all the more reason to force his most eligible bachelor son to marry the heir to the McAdams throne.  “He smelled like beer and old baloney.  He hadn’t even showered from last night.” I add, knowing that truthfully, it was more of a turn-on than I care to admit.  What I also won’t admit to is how my mind has been juggling the idea of taking Caleb like he was today, or cleanly showered, in a fresh suit, and I haven’t decided which scenario makes me hotter.

“Ew.  I’m surprised you let him get that close to you.”

“I didn’t.  The ditz at the front desk knocked on the door.”

She gasps, chuckling.  “Oh, so you’re saying you were interrupted?”

My voice is flat.  Unimpressed.  “Fuckoff. That’s not what I said.”

I get a message on my screen, saying that I have a visitor, and I know that my next client isn’t due for an hour, so I wait for Mandy to tell me who it is, but before she can, my door opens abruptly, and Caleb Harris himself storms in.  “Shit. I gotta go.” I say quickly, hanging up on her, readying myself to fly at him for walking in like that, when he has no business doing so.

Mandy trots in behind him.  “I tried to stop him!” She cries, but he slams the door in her face.

“Do you want me to call security?” Mandy asks.  Her voice is muffled from behind the door.

Caleb stands there in a fresh suit, freshly showered, smelling as fucking good as he looks.  His jaw muscles are working.  His eyes are wild.  He looks as sexy as hell as he stands there, waiting for me to respond to Mandy, as if asking permission, or daring me to tell her to call security.  It takes me a beat, but I finally answer.  “No, Mandy.  It’s fine.  Thank you.” 

It's like we’re at a stalemate.  He’s not moving.  I’m not moving.  But both of our chests are heaving.  He takes a step back and engages the lock on my door, making me half nervous, half thrilled.  As he swallows, I watch his Adam’s Apple bob up and down, and his eyes are on mine.  The look in his gaze is so intense it makes me shiver.  I’ve never seen a look in a man’s eyes like that before.  Is he pissed?  Is he ready to give me a piece of his mind?  Or is he ready to take me up against the wall?  It’s tough to tell if it’s the latter, since he's wearing a double-breasted jacket, which covers his zippered area, but I’d be willing to bet money that he is as hard as he was for me last night.  I took him down first last night, then he tried to take me down this morning, and my best guess is that he’s ready to finish his try, since we were interrupted during his attempt.

…but will I let him?










  
  

Chapter 6
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At first, the step he takes towards me, I freeze. But when he lifts a hand and cups my face with it, bringing his nose to mine, I fold like a deck of fucking cards. I expect his lips to crush mine, for him to take me aggressively, and the thought is both intoxicating and intimidating, but when he slides his immensely soft and full lips over mine, the moan that comes out of me can’t be avoided. The kiss is tender, but thorough, as his tongue meets mine, and he sucks my bottom lip, making me melt, making my panties instantly damp. He lifts off my mouth and plants his forehead on mine, staring into my eyes, as if asking for permission to do more. 

His hands, palm down, skate up my thighs, pulling my skirt up, and I don’t stop him.  No, instead, I’m opening his blazer, pulling it off his shoulders, so it drops to the floor.  The buttons on his shirt are easily opened as he reciprocates, lips on mine, kissing me so deeply, so erotically, I could come just from that.  Fingers on the elastic, he slides my panties down, as I quickly undo his pants, listening to the sweet sound of his zipper coming down, and my hand is inside, touching his beautiful, endowed, fully erect cock, that’s throbbing for me.  He lifts my bra, freeing my breasts, and God, I’ve never felt so hot for a man before, and it feels like I’m outside of my own mind, like I don’t own my rightful thoughts.  

His cock sticks out of his pants, as he cups my rear in his hands, plants his head into my chest, sucking, nipping and licking my nipples, and then he lifts me onto him, penetrating me in an instant, as my back hits the wall gently.  He thrusts slow and deep, matching his kisses, as his moans and choppy breathing match my own.  My head rears against the wall, as my mouth opens wide, moaning aloud, and he fucks me so good it hurts.  Caleb hits every hungry cell inside me, every inch that’s been ignored for so long, and I hate him for it.  I hate it that he’s so good.  I hate it that I love it so much.  

His pelvis pumps perfectly against my clit, hitting it deliciously, making me come so fast I’m panting, crying out, until he starts making love to my mouth to stifle the noise.  That’s when I feel him shudder against me, as his body quivers with mine, and I feel his seed shoot out of him, into me, filling me completely, as his kissing changes rhythm, absorbing the pleasure of his release.  As I come down, I feel my fingers relax, as I was unaware that they were digging into his back.  Our chests heave, our breaths coming fast, as he removes himself from me, and takes a step back, zipping up.  His breath is still choppy as he does his shirt back up and says.  “There.  I think that evened the score.”

I pull my panties up and fasten my bra.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Tit for tat, Laney.  You wanted it as much as I did.”

My fingers can’t do the buttons on my blouse up fast enough.  “You’re a classy piece of work, Caleb Harris.”

“That makes two of us.” He winks salaciously.

“You make me fucking sick.” I spit.

“I made you fucking come like a racehorse, actually.  See how I had to shut you up, so the whole fucking building wouldn’t figure it out?”

“Pig.” I sneer, running my fingers through my hair.  “You breathe a word of this to anyone, and I swear to God, Caleb.”

“Oh, I’m not going to tell anyone, Laney.” He leans forward to kiss me, but I slap him in the face, like I should have done the moment he stormed in here.

“Sure, you won’t.  You’ll run and tell your da, won’t you?” I ask, too sweetly.  “I bet this is a score on your card, is it?”

“I told my da that he was nuts to even insinuate that you and I would get married, so rest assured.”

“Well, you’re right about that.” I tell him, watching him put his jacket back on.  “I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on earth.”

“Ditto.”

I snort a laugh at his folly.  

“Fuckoff.” He says, hearing it himself.

“It’s funny how men lose half their brains when they lose their wad, huh.”

“Fuck you.” He whines.  “I hope you enjoyed me fucking you against the wall, Laney.  It’s not the most delicate place, but then again, it suits you.”

“Fuckoff.  You can get out now that you’re dressed.”

“Oh, I plan to.” He sneers, adjusting his pants behind the jacket.  

“Good!  God, I hate you!”

“Well, the feeling is mutual! And now that I fucked you, and got it out of my system, you can rest assured that you won’t be seeing me around anymore!”

“Good!” I shout.  “Now, get out!”

“Gladly.” He glares at me, walking out.  I grab the block of sticky notes on my desk and throw it at the door.  Of course, he’s already gone, so I end up hitting Mandy straight in the face with it.

“Shit!  I’m so sorry!” I gasp, running to her.

She chuckles, picking up the notes with one hand, while covering the spot where she was hit with the other.  “I was just coming in to make sure that he wasn’t giving you a hard time, but I can see that you can hold your own.”

I mewl, laughing with her.  “I’m so sorry.  He was being a total asshole.  I didn’t mean to hit you.”

“I know.” She laughs, handing me the notes.  “Here.  I think these are yours.  Shall I order you ones with spikes in them?”

We both snort a laugh.  

“Oh, Mason is coming a half hour early, that’s also what I wanted to tell you.  I hope that’s okay.”

I nod.  “That’s fine.  I’m ready for him anytime.”

“Do you need another block of notes for him, too?” She teases, walking away from me.

“Stop it or I’ll hit you again.” I joke.

I pull myself together in time for Mason, my next client, to arrive.  His visit is fast and thank God, because I’m dying to obsess over what happened with Caleb.  What an asshole, right?  I mean, to come into my office like that, take total advantage of me, and then come off all snide and slick like he did?  Brandy sends me a couple of text messages, wanting to meet up with me after work, and I debate with myself as to whether or not I should tell her what happened, fearing I’ll die from judgement.  But before I can deny it, Brandy smirks at me, as we each take a sip of our wine, sitting on my living room floor, sharing a pizza while watching a movie.

“Something’s different.” She comments.

“Like how?” I ask, playing dumb.

Then her eyes widen.  “Is that a…a hickey?” She asks, turning my cheek with her index finger, inspecting the skin on my neck.

My hand immediately goes to the spot where she’s looking, as I remember the exact moment that Caleb’s lips were there, just before I came, before my mind was completely blown up with ecstasy.  “Shit.” I mutter.

“Who di—” Her eyes light up as recognition comes to them.  She speaks with a gasp.  “Oh my God!  You and Caleb?!”

My face heats.  I know it’s beet red.  “Shit.” I mutter again.

Brandy takes another slug of wine, drinking down the rest, and I follow suit.  “Okay, girl.  Dish.” She says, encouraging me with a hand gesture.  “Lay it on me.  What happened after you so abruptly hung up the phone.”

“God, Brandy, it all happened so fast.  One minute he’s storming into my office, the next we’re tearing into each other’s pants and he’s fucking me up against the wall.” I say like I was held at gunpoint.

She looks at me like she’s trying to read my mind.  “Okay, and how do we feel about this?  You didn’t stop him, so I’m going to assume that you wanted it, too…am I right?”

I draw in a deep breath and let it out, trying to find the right words.  “It was the best sex I’ve ever had.”

“Including Marcus Canyon?”

Marcus was this very hot professor I slept with in university.  It was the only affair I’ve ever had my whole life, until now.

“Yes.  He was better than Marcus.  Ions better than Marcus, actually, seeing as I know for a fact that Caleb isn’t married.” Oh yeah, I forgot to mention that Marcus had a wife that he kept secret.  His defence was that she was deployed in Haiti on a peace mission, so he hadn’t seen her in over a year.  I guess that’s how some men deal with that sort of thing, but when I found out, I wanted to puke.  “But then once he blew his wad, he became an asshole, so I’m over it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, he zipped up and got cocky with me, saying that we’re even now.  The altercation ended with me throwing a block of Post-Its at him, but missing and hitting Mandy instead.”

Her mouth opens.  “What an asshole.  I would have hit him, too.  I mean, God, that is so distasteful.”

“You think?” I pour myself more wine. “I ought to go over there and give him a fat lip for that.”

She opens one eye and speaks with measured words.  “If it weren’t for the end part, would you do it again?”

I consider that for a moment.  “I might have.  But only if it was just casual.  You know me, Brandy, I’m not the relationship type.”

Brandy lifts her glass and clinks it with mine. “Here here.” She takes a sip.  “From now on, every relationship I have with a man will be casual.  You’ll never see another wedding band on this finger, mark my words.”

“Can’t say I blame you there.”

She swallows and licks her lips.  “Any chance you think that this was part of a plan?”

I cock my head to the side.  “What do you mean?”

“Well, you said that his dad is forcing him to marry you.  Do you think his sole motivation for doing that was to report back to daddy dearest?  You know, like, one foot’s in the door, dad, look at me now?”

“If that were the case, he would have been a lot nicer, Brandy.  He wouldn’t have gotten his back up and came off like an asshole.”

She frowns.  “True.  But maybe he’ll do that, anyway, you know.  And leave out the part where he turned it into a pissing match at the end.”

“Who knows.  He blew his wad, and from what I gather, he enjoyed himself as much as I did.  His brains were probably displaced.  All I know is I should never have let that happen, and I’m going to figure out a way to put him back in his place.”

“Why?”

“Because, Brandy, that’s half the reason why men stomp all over us women.  Because we let them.”

“But, technically, you got what you wanted, too, Laney.  I mean, you said so yourself, that it was the best you ever had.”

“Yeah, but now he’s going to go around thinking that I’m some chump, that’ll cave at the drop of a hat.”

“So, what do you care?”

“Because he’ll always know that he got the best of me.  He walked out of there as proud as a fucking peacock.”

“And you’d rather have it like the other night, when you did the same, walking away from him, like you were the one with all the power.”

“I was the one with all the power.  And I’ll get the power back, too, mark my words. Caleb Harris hasn’t seen the last of me.”

“Well, you go girl.  It’s about time these assholes learned that women aren’t fucking doormats.  He can’t just traipse into your office, fuck your brains out, and leave like that.”

“Exactly.” 

“So, what are you going to do?”

I shrug.  “Well, he came and pissed on my turf, so I’ll go piss on his.”

“Meaning that you’ll go down to his office?”

“I guess that would be the most logical thing.”

“Or, maybe, so that you don’t set the stage for him to think that you’re fair game, go get him in a public place, like at the bar again, or something. Then he won’t get the wrong impression and start unzipping his fly the second that he sees you.”

I consider that for a moment.  Sure, the idea has its merits, but I have something else in mind. “I’d much rather take him down at his office.  Show him who’s boss there.  I think it’ll have more impact than if I catch him at a bar.  But I definitely won’t go to his house.  Oh, no.  That’s clearly making it a bootie call for him.”

“Agreed.”
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“Da.” I stutter, shock on my face, to see Dougall Harris sitting at my desk when I arrive back from my tryst with Laney.  He looks none too pleased as he stares coldly at me.  Not scrolling through his phone, not making a call, no, he’s just waiting for me.  

He doesn’t greet me with his usual kiss on the cheek and pat on the back.  “Your brother called me.”

“Ethan?” Ethan is my older brother, and da’s favorite.  I wouldn’t put it past him to shove his nose further up da’s ass and snitch on me.  

He ignores my question.  “I see Laney crushed you.”

Here I’m thinking that he’s going to tear me in two for being questioned on a murder, but he’s here about Laney.  The man is an enigma.  “Not exactly.”

“Caleb, you know better than to try to lie to me, son.” He says, clasping his hands together, in a gesture that I know to mean that he is frustrated.

“She might have last night, but I’ve rectified that.”

“And how did you do that?”

“I just paid her a little visit at her office.”

He opens his phone and marks something in his notes.  I’m not sure where he’s going with this, but something tells me that whoever he has keeping tabs on me failed him earlier, since he had no idea that I was with Laney.

“And what went down there.” He says as more of a statement than as a question.  “Have you at least made some sort of date with her or is that not the way that women work these days.”

“No, I haven’t made a date with her, da.  She has no interest in marrying, me or anyone else for that matter.”

He waves.  “That’s nonsense.  All women want to get married.  And you’re quite the catch, Caleb.  She’s the perfect match for you.”

My voice is hesitant, but not argumentative.  “That may be correct, da, but Laney insists that she’s never getting married.”

“Well, Caleb, then it’s up to you to turn on the charm.  There’s a reason why you are the most eligible bachelor.  Use that to your advantage, son.”

“Frankly, da, I don’t think that she’s fond of me, and especially so since I’ve been questioned in this murder investigation.”

He waves again.  “Details, Caleb.  If anything, a little danger goes a long way, son.  Women don’t like a little powder puff in their bed.  They like a tiger, a man that can handle himself, and you very much can.”

“Thanks, da.  But I’m not sure if it’s wise to push her until this murder investigation settles down.”

He’s not pleased.  His face is set like stone.  He presses the tips of his fingers together and looks at me with a ‘level with me’ expression. “What went down at that office, Caleb.  Did you fuck her.” He asks, as though he’s asking me if I made the expected trade, like we’re dope dealers or something.

And it just comes out.  I nod.  “Yes, sir.  I did.” Once it’s out, I feel like I want to go shower.  This is beyond my scope of comfort with da. Sure, he’s gotten us ploughed before and told us how to thrust into a woman, but this is creepy.  This is treating my affair with Laney like a check in a box.  It wasn’t at all like that.  I’m not sure what it was like.  I wanted her like I’ve never wanted any other woman before, but I’m not sure why.  I’m not sure if it was just some virile, masculine instinct that I let get out of hand, like I’m turning into a sexual sadist or something, or worse.  

It freaks me out that I did that.  Normally, for me, sex is simply about an urge, a physical need, and a release.  I’ve never used sex for power before.  The thought is alarming and the more I think about it, the more I realize how much of a mistake it was, even though it was so fucking good I feel lighter than air having experienced it.  

“And?” He asks, and I quickly come up with a sentence that best describes it, without telling him anything.

“It’s done, sir.”

“You’re compatible?”

I nod, looking at my feet. “Yes, da.”

He rises with a soft grunt.  “Good.”

Da walks out of my office, and I feel myself exhale.  

…but not for long…
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Iwalk past Ethan in the hall, on my way to the boardroom, when he stops me. “What did da have to say to you?” 

My sneer is evident.  “None of your fucking business, asshole.”

He smirks.  “Ah, so he addressed the whole Laney situation, did he.”

“Like I said, jerkwad.  It’s none of your business.”

“You’ll get over the initial rejection fast enough, little brother.” He picks at an imaginary piece of lint on the shoulder of my jacket.

“Speaking from experience, are you.”

“So I’ve heard.  Laney’s a nice lass, but she’s probably uptight and frigid, anyway.  It’s best that you don’t get involved.  Leave that up to the bigger, more experienced types.”

My smirk is telling.  “What makes you think she rejected me?”

“Well, if you were engaged, then the whole world would now by now, I think.  But right now, people are too fixated on the fact that you were in the slammer.”

I push his hand off me, like he’s a leper.  “Get the fuck out of my way, loser.  I was not in the slammer.”

Ethan shrugs with a smug look on his face.  “Police station.  Slammer.  Same difference, Caleb.”

“God, you’re so stupid.  It is not the same thing.  And for your information, da didn’t have anything to say about that, by the way.”

“Tell that to the fist-shaped hole in my office wall.”

“You’re full of shit.” 

“Go see for yourself.” He gestures with his chin.

In the interest of proving the son of a bitch wrong, I follow him to his office.  The second I arrive, I know I’ve been had.  “Gotcha.” He says, closing the door, trapping me inside.  The phone on his desk immediately beeps, and I know what’s coming next.  

“You fucking swine!” I shout, lifting my hand to punch him in the face.  He catches my fist before it hits him, and he locks my arm under his armpit, effectively making me immobile.  But I’m stronger than he is, and I get out of it quick enough, but not before our other brother Declan storms in.

“Okay, boys, break it up!” He says, pulling us apart, with our cousin Malcolm in tow.  Malcolm towers over all of us.  He’s a fourth-degree black belt and is not one to fuck with.  Malcolm pulls me away from Ethan, while Declan takes Ethan off to the side.

“He’s a fucking liar and an asshole!” I shout, as Malcolm kicks the door closed, like that will make all the difference.  

“I don’t care what he is, you can’t kill him.” Declan declares, standing in front of Ethan, while Ethan tries to dodge him.

“Why the fuck not?  He’s asking for it, the lying prick!” I bellow.

Malcolm stands in front of me.  His voice is low.  I swear he’s the white version of Michael Clarke Duncan, the actor from The Green Mile, as he speaks to me in a Barry White-like voice.  “Why do you let him get under your skin, man?  You know he loves to get a rise out of you, and that’s why he picks on you.”

“Hey, fuckhead!” Ethan calls.  “I am right here, you know.  Stop talking as if I’m not.”

“When are you going to grow the hell up, Ethan?  Jesus Christ, you’re still pulling the same goddamn pranks you’ve been pulling on Caleb since you were in junior high.  What is wrong with you?”

“He walked right into it.” Ethan chuckles.  “Literally.” He pulls out of Declan’s grip, and I pull out of Malcolm’s as we both smooth out our clothes, and I pull myself together.

“Why’d you lie to me? Why’d you tell me that da was so pissed off at me that he punched a hole in your office wall?”

Ethan frowns and shrugs. “Just wanted to see if you believed me.  You know that da’s got a temper.  And I know that Laney’s got you by the balls, in that she’d never take you as a husband.”

“Well, you’re half right, jerkwad.” I tell him, deciding how much I want to tell him.  “She doesn’t have me by the balls.”

“But she’d never take you as a husband.” He checks, adding in a certain snark in his voice that I’d love to smack out of him.  

Declan folds his arms over his chest and frowns.  “What, did you propose to her or something?” He asks, concerned.

“No, but I did tell her about da’s plan.”

Malcolm interjects.  “What’s going on with the murder investigation?  Do we need to hire a better legal team?  I’m not sure how you even got mixed up in that.”

My head is starting to swim.  I’m not even sure where to start or how much I should be sharing.  “I think it’s fine.  They didn’t make an arrest, and from what I understand, the evidence that they had is fucked.”

“And what about your alibi?” Declan asks.

I scoff, unimpressed. “She won’t confirm that she was with me.  She’s married.”

“Nice going, slick.” Ethan sneers.

“Fuck you. At least I get laid.”

“Yeah, by some sad, married lass.”

“Yeah, well, I can get unmarried lasses, too, loser.”

“Sure.” He snorts, fueling the flame inside my chest.

“Shows how much you know.  I might not have gotten Laney to be my wife, but I’m halfway there.”

Satisfaction comes to my bones as I see his gaze turn dark.  “What do you mean?”

I lift my chin indignantly.  “I went to her office and fucked her earlier, and that’s the fucking truth.”

“Bullshit.” He whines.

Even Malcolm squirms, like he doesn’t believe me.

“Look, I’m telling you the truth.  I’m as surprised as you are that she went through with it, but I tell you, as sure as the nose on my face, that it happened.”

Ethan snorts a laugh.

“You want me to call her up right now and prove it to you?” I say, voice raised.

Malcolm raises a hand.  “Look, Caleb, whether you did or didn’t do her, is irrelevant.  The fact of the matter is that your da’s got plans, and Laney McAdams isn’t the most…shall we say…agreeable person.”

I nod. “I’ll give you that.  But I swear it happened.”

Ethan pipes up.  “You better hope it did, because da really is pissed off about you being questioned about this murder.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” I say, heading towards the door.  

“If you’re smart, little brother.” Ethan starts. “You’ll worry less about fucking Laney McAdams for now, and worry more about how you’re going to dig your way out of a trial.  Because your problems will be ten-fold if you end up a suspect.”

“Don’t you think I fucking know that, asshole?  You think Laney’s going to do conjugal visits?”

He raises a hand to stifle me, but that stupid goddamn self-righteous smile still sits on his face, mocking me.  It takes everything in me not to go over and punch it off his mug.  “Just…take care of it.”

“Fuck you.” I mutter, but walk away, glaring at everyone that’s staring at me, observing the show, as I do.

I head back to my office and think about my next move.
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“Chas. Beckett. I’m glad you came through.” I say, giving them both a handshake. 

Beckett is the first to speak, as they both sit down. “Truth is, we don’t have much of a choice in the matter, no offence.”

I frown. “None taken. What’s going on.”

“I don’t know if you heard, but both Henry and his wife were questioned on Rachel’s death as well.”

“I figured. It makes sense.”

“In fact, the whole office was, from what Henry said.” Chas adds.  “But evidently her house was like a revolving door.”

“Yeah,” Beckett interrupts. “The old man shared a lot about Rachel. It’s blatantly obvious that they were lovers.  We both wondered if he was going to talk about business all day or her.”

“Really?  What a crazy old coot he is, huh.”

“Yeah, and the even more fucked up part is that the missus was right there, and talking about her like Rachel was a dear old friend of the family.”

“If we didn’t just sign a ten-billion-dollar contract with him, we would ditch him like Rachel’s dead body.” Chas adds, and then raises a hand. “Sorry.  That was probably a bit early.”

I snort a laugh. “It was kind of funny. The slut didn’t mean shit to me.”

“Here here. I’m not sorry she’s dead but I had shit to do with it.” Chas adds. “That’s exactly what I told the cops, too.”

“The truth will set you free.” I volunteer. Then I clap my hands together. “So, what’s next?  Are we looking at moving forward?”

“Invest, man.  That’s what the whole point of this is, no?” Beckett states.  

“Sounds good to me.” I nod, and then we get down to business.  For the next three hours, we go through, page by page, my proposed plans to do with their current income stream, and the ones forecasted to come in the short-term.  It’s a hefty job, but that’s what I’m cut out to do. 

“Hey, how’s your family, you know, with all this murder bullshit going on?” Beckett asks conversationally. 

“To be truthful, my da is more concerned with me making it or breaking it with Laney. That’s all he mentioned when I saw him a few hours ago.”

“I guess it sucks that you can’t go back to Scotland again until the cops give you the say so, huh.” Beckett observes. 

“I was just there. No big deal. This will be over soon, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Our dad would have hit the fucking roof, man. You’re lucky.”  Chas scoffs, pulling at the lace on his dress shoe. “He had zero tolerance for any trouble.”

“Yeah, and he didn’t even threaten us with the military. He shipped us there, anyway, so we were terrified of what he’d do if we ever really fucked up.” Beckett volunteers. 

“My da isn’t much better, boys. To be truthful, I think he’s holding out. He wants me to focus on this Laney thing and then he’s going to hammer on me for this.”

“But you’re just being questioned.”  Chas states. “And I still don’t understand why. I mean, did you know Rachel?”

I shake my head. “No. Never met her. I’m puzzled, too, boys.”  They exchange a look that I can’t decipher.  “You believe me, don’t you?  Like I told you, I was with someone when she was killed.  She just won’t talk because she’s married.  But it could take a long time for this case to be dealt with, since Rachel had so many people coming in and out of that house of hers.”

“I’d like to find out if she was truly pregnant.  The bitch.” Chas mutters indignantly.

Beckett pats him on the back.  “We’ll never know, brother.  And at least you know that if she was, that it wasn’t yours.”

He shrugs.  “Okay, are we done here?” Chas says. “I’d like to get off this subject and get the hell out of dodge if it’s okay with you.” He looks at his brother.

“Sure, man.  But we can’t go to the goddamn ranch like we wanted to.  We’ve gotta lay low in the good old state of North Carolina in the meantime.” Beckett reminds.

Chas all but shudders. “Okay, I’m outta here.”

Beckett follows his brother out, as I give them both brief handshakes.  I want to ask Chas if he’s okay, but I think better of it.  And then I consider how creepy this whole situation is turning out to be, especially for him, and I decide that I’ll put a little less of a personal touch on things, just until everything calms down some.  

…but it doesn’t.

…and it all explodes in my face.
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Da gives me a peck on each cheek as I walk into his office.  “You wanted to see me?”

Da’s face is impassive, which means that there’s something on his mind.  When he’s smiling, he’s looking for input from me, but when his face is set, he’s playing up in his mind what he’s going to say. Da is a very calculating man. He never says anything that he doesn’t mean. So, I wait and say nothing else. 

“I assume that you know about the latest Harris scandal.” He starts with. 

I nod once for emphasis. “Yes, I do.”

He twiddles his thumbs together. “Caleb wouldn’t be stupid enough to actually go through with something so cold-blooded, no. He’d hire someone to do the work.”

“Are you saying that you think he had something to do with it?”

His face changes. “You think he didn’t.”

“Well, I…I don’t believe he’s a murderer, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“Caleb Harris is no saint, Laney. Don’t kid yourself.”

“Just because Dougall Harris is relentless doesn’t mean that Caleb is.”

He tilts his head apprehensively. “Why do you defend him, darling?”

“I’m not defending him, da, I just don’t think that he’s a killer. I don’t get that vibe from him.”

He lifts a brow. “You’ve seen him.”

My heart starts to pound. I know full well that Dougall Harris would feed his offspring to the lions for the good of his company, however, my da would burn bridges to protect his children. Da has never had a good word to share about the Harris family. We are longtime rivals. In fact, da loves nothing more than to hear about the latest trials that the family is undergoing.  We’ve gone as far as to lay bets against them for entertainment at dinner parties with family and friends. 

I’m very careful with how I answer the questioning look on da’s face. “I did see him. The night of Brandy’s divorce party. He followed me to the bar and later got into a squabble with Chas Ford.”

Another brow lift. “Chas Ford?  He’s also part of this scheme.”

“He is.” I’m careful not to add anything else without gauging what da will say next. 

“And what did he want with you, Laney?” 

Uh oh. 

I decide the best way around this is to go for bold. “He said that Dougall insisted that he and I get married.”

Da barks a laugh. Not sure if it’s him taking my comment as a joke, or if he thinks the mere thought is utterly ridiculous. “Laney.” He growls. “Really. Why did that boy follow you to a bar?  Did he have ill intentions?  Wait, of course, he did. Caleb Harris would have nothing good to add to your life, I’m sure.”

I bite my lip. “Da, it’s no joke. He actually suggested that we get married. On Dougall’s insistence.”

Da rises from the chair abruptly. “And what did you tell him, Laney?  Surely you tossed your drink in his face and told him to go to hell.”

I tilt my head. “Close. But I did tell him to go to hell, and in no uncertain terms that I would never marry him.”

“The nerve of that boy.” Da growls. 

I shrug. “He was drunk.”

“I assume you were, too. This wasn’t the drink making you imagine things, was it?  I remember you once thought you could fly when you’d had too much.”

“I believe that was you, da.”

He blinks. Recognition comes to his face. “It was, wasn’t it.” He mutters to himself. Then he waves and sighs, shaking it off. “Nonetheless. Do you think he was serious about his da telling him to propose marriage?”

I guffaw, righteously. “Oh, I’m certain he did. That was his primary reason for being at the bar and for being drunk.  I can feel for him on that score. If you ever set me up to marry someone, especially on terms like Dougall Harris’s, I’d probably need to toss a year’s worth back in one night.”

“That man has no scruples.  I can’t believe he’d sink so low and drag his son into that.  It’s all because of the women that want him.  I see the articles.  I know what he’s worth to the female general public.  Dougall played that up.  Heartless, cold bastard, he is.”

“I don’t disagree, da.”

He looks at me.  “You just make sure that the boy doesn’t play the pity card and manipulate you, Laney.  There is no telling what Caleb will do for his da’s bidding.”

“I sincerely hope that you don’t think I’m that dense, da.”

He walks over to me and kisses me on the head.  Da is a head taller than me, but his heart is as big as he is.  “I know you wouldn’t, Laney.  I just worry about you is all.  These pretty boys, they’re all the same.”

I look up at him.  “You think he’s pretty?” I joke.

Another kiss on my head. “I’ll go see that your mama is ready for our meeting.”

“Love you, da.”

“Love you, too, Laney.”

And then I stand there and realize what I’ve done and what it will do to da if he ever finds out.  

…And now, on to more mistakes.










  
  

Chapter 8


[image: ]

Laney





My phone rings, breaking me of my reverie. I’m reading another article about the murder investigation, and how Rachel’s string of socialites reaches halfway around the earth’s hemisphere. Authorities are questioning everyone. Her body was finally autopsied and she was laid to rest yesterday; a week and a half after her death. I suppose Henry from NovoMax had something to do with speeding up that process, since I know for a fact that the waiting list for autopsies and toxicology reports and the like is months long. A client of mine is married to someone in the business, that’s the only reason why I know such creepy facts. 

The display on my phone reads that it’s Brandy, so I pick it up.  “Oh, good.  You’re alive.”

We sometimes go weeks without talking, if we’re busy, and we are.  It’s been almost a week, and I’m guessing that she’s calling to talk about the same article that I’m reading.  “That Rachel chick is six feet under.” 

“I bet Caleb and Chas and that whole bunch are so pissed that it’s taking so long to conduct this investigation.  Twenty bucks says that their company jets haven’t had to be fuelled up in two weeks.”

“You can say that again.  It seems like everyone’s life is on hold right now.  God, even the reporter that did this article had to rehash a few of the facts, since not much new has happened, aside from the funeral.”

She changes the subject. “So, did you go through with it yet?”

“I assume you’re referring to my insane plan to go put Caleb Harris back in his place?”

“That’s the one.” She sighs, almost bored.  

“Da got into my head.” 

“Uh oh.  When did this happen?”

“Last week.  The day after I did the stupid thing.”

She gasps.  “What did your dad say?” A quick pause.  “And, more important, why are you just telling me this now?”

I sigh, exasperated.  “Brandy, I have been up to my elbows in work.  Shit, I slept here last night, and that’s the truth.  Thank God I have a shower and wardrobe in my office.”

“Your dad’s got you back in the grind again, does he.”

“I’m just doing a ton of research and I’m trying to stay on top of trends, that’s all.  You know how it is.  Plus, I’ve been getting calls from this gajillionaire Egyptian guy that just moved to the states, and is looking for somewhere to park his gajillions.  Da wanted me to take him on account of his accent.  He can’t understand a word of what the man says.”

“And you suddenly know how to speak Egyptian?”

“I personally think that he’s got a crush on me, and wanted me to deal with him, not da.”

“Okay, quit changing the subject.  What did your dad say about Caleb?”

“Exactly what you’d expect.  He still hates him and doesn’t want any member of that family coming within ten feet of me or anyone in my family.”

“Can’t say I blame him.”

“Oh, I’m not saying that I blame him, either.  But I can’t stand the look on da’s face, so I couldn’t go see Caleb again.  No matter what malicious reason I have for it.”

“You didn’t tell your dad about you and Caleb, did you?”

“Do you honestly think I’d still be on American soil if I did?  You know that da would ship me back to Scotland so fast my head would spin.”

“True.”  A pause. “Hey, are you free for lunch?”

“How about dinner?  A late dinner?  At that greasy spoon restaurant by my place.”

“Seven good?”

“Perfect.”

I manage to zip through work and get to the restaurant early, ordering for both me and Brandy, when the phone rings, and it’s her.  She sounds awful.  “Brandy?”

“Lanes, I’m so sorry.  I started puking right after we spoke this afternoon.  I’ve been on my bathroom floor ever since.”

“Are you still at the office?”

“No, I went home to grab my other laptop, and that’s when it started.”

I look up as the waitress delivers two meals.  I smirk as she walks away.  And something catches my eye as she walks past the hostess podium.  It’s Caleb Harris.  “Okay, I’m getting a doggy bag and I’m coming over.”

“Lanes, no.  This is like death.  You don’t want this.”

“How do you know it isn’t just food poisoning?  I’ve seen the shit you eat off that food truck.”

“I’m burning up with fever.  It’s a bug.  Stay away.  I love you too much for you to die, too.”

I roll my eyes as Caleb looks around and sees me.  I glare at him.  He huffs, like I’m the last person he’d want to see on the face of the earth.  The feeling is mutual.  “You’ll never guess who just walked in, Brandy.”

“Unless it’s Doc McStuffins, I don’t really care.”

“Caleb Harris.”

“Okay, I’m about to die here.  I think I may be hallucinating.  Did you just say that Caleb Harris is there, or am I imagining things?”

“It’s not your imagination, Brandy.  He’s standing at the hostess podium, looking like he wants to eat me for breakfast.”

“Just make sure he doesn’t…eat you.” I hear her gag. “I can’t believe I said that.  I need to puke.  Tell me all about it after I die.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow.”

I hear her wretch and hang up, as I wince.  Before I have a chance to escape, Caleb approaches me.  “Following me again, are you.” I comment.

He ignores my statement.  “Stood up, Laney?  Gosh, what a shame.”

“Fuck you.  Brandy came down with the stomach flu, not that it’s any of your concern.”

“Sure.” He says, tipping his chin, unconvinced, sitting down in front of the plate, helping himself.

“I’m not lying.  I don’t suppose you would know anything about having a proper date.  Where you don’t pre-order for them, unless, of course, it’s with you, and you would dictate what your date would eat, and at the same time, make her order for you, you fucking neanderthal.”

He chuckles, popping a French fry into his mouth.  I honestly don’t know how he stays so fit and lean when he drinks like a fish and eats like a forty-five-year-old divorcee.  It makes me sick, frankly.  “Wouldn’t you love to think so.”

“Based on how you fuck and leave I’d say I’m pretty accurate.”

“You’re just saying that because you wanted me to stay.” He goads. 

“Get the fuck out of that chair. I didn’t invite you to sit in it.”

He ignores me, popping another fry into his mouth. “It’s a free country.”

“Not for you, at the moment, it’s not.” I poke. 

He just smirks, unscathed. 

“What are you doing here, Caleb?” I level with him. 

“Believe it or not, I’m starving, and this place is so close to mine, frankly I’m surprised that you’re here.”

“You mean you couldn’t take your dick out of your maid’s mouth long enough for her to cook you something?”

He smirks but otherwise ignores me, continuing to eat Brandy’s dinner.  It bugs me that he’s so not bothered by my bitchy comments, even though they’re justified.  “So, I told my da about you and your ridiculous proposal.”

He finally shows some interest. Speaking with his mouth full, but covering it, being somewhat like a gentleman, he says. “He ready to put a hit on my head?”

That’s fair. I expected something more like. “You dumb lass. I’d never tell my da that.”  So, I don’t respond at first, as I try for a comeback that stings.  Then he shocks me. “You didn’t tell him the other thing, did you?”

I do a double-take. “Then he would put a hit on your head.  And commit me, too.”  His eyes fill with relief. It pisses me off. “But I’ll tell him if it’s the right thing to do.”

“You’re such a fucking suck up, Laney. No wonder you never get laid.”

My jaw drops. “How dare you!  Since when is my sex life any of your business?”

“Since I became a part of it.” He says so smugly my blood boils. I feel the muscles in my jaw clench as I pull my wallet out of my purse, place a hundred dollar bill on the table, put my wallet away all the while he’s watching me, like I’m a goddamn football game. That’s when I raise my hand and smack him in the face so hard, I wipe that stupid little smirk off it. 

My feet can’t get me out of there fast enough as I storm out, leaving my uneaten dinner behind. As I drive home, hitting the gas pedal hard, I feel like I should have punched him. And if it weren’t for my fear of seeing the look of disappointment on da’s face, I should have told him about Caleb and his disgusting behavior. Then again, da doesn’t need more of a reason to hate Caleb. 

Pulling up to my house, I open the gate and drive in, and that’s when I notice that I’ve got company. The fucker must have followed me here. I consider slamming on the brakes to prevent him from following me in, but I like my back bumper, and he’s not worth the damage. So, I pull up to my house and get out of the car fast. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” I shout at him. “Why the hell did you follow me here!”

I notice the welt on his cheek and let myself feel the satisfaction. 

“You’ve got your fucking nerve hitting me like that!  What are you, a psycho bitch!”

“Did you not hear yourself, Caleb?  Your comment deserved the treatment it received, you asshole!”. He’s looking at me, wondering why I’m not opening the door. But I’m no fool. I refuse to let this jerkwad into my house. It’s bad enough that he followed me here. 

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” He shouts, trying to justify his behavior. “I wasn’t out of line when I said that I was—" he’s about to retell what he said at the restaurant, but I stop him, fishing my keys out of my purse feverishly. I’m going to set him straight in the privacy of my own house, once and for all, and not out here, where my neighbors can hear.  That’s the last thing I need right now.  I open the door and slam it behind him, after grabbing him by the arm, forcing him into the house, before he says another word.

“My sex life, nor any part of my life, is none of your fucking business!” I shout, finishing the thought that I was going to share while we were outside, but thought better of it, until we had the privacy to do it.  “What we did before was clearly a stupid mistake!”

“Which part was stupid, huh!  We fucked!  So what!  You clearly needed it, you were so fucking horny for me!” He shouts, equally pissed, and I can’t figure out why.

“It takes two to tango, Caleb!” I shout.  We’re both standing two feet apart, yet we’re yelling at each other, as though we’re on opposite sides of the street, and there’s road repairs going on…and a jack hammer running.  I walk to the kitchen, thinking that I’m fucking starved, because I didn’t eat anything at the restaurant.  And the thought pisses me off even more; the fact that I paid a hundred dollars and got nothing but an unwanted house guest.  

As I slam a frying pan on the stove, he’s shouting at me.  “I can’t believe you fucking hit me!  No woman has ever done that!”

“Yeah, well, then you were long overdue, asshole!  Where do you get off speaking to me like that in public!” I slam the butter on the frying pan, like it weighs a hundred times more than it does.  It hits the pan with a loud clunk.  Inside my fridge is a stir fry mixture that I’d prepared for my lunch tomorrow, but there’s enough there to have for lunch and dinner.  As I feel my stomach gnawing at my spine, I consider eating the whole damn lot.

“Where do you get off fucking hitting me in public!  I ought to sue you!”

The Scottish is clearly coming out of both of us.  We yell a lot.  My whole family is like that, and I’ve heard that his is, too.  My da could yell loud enough to implode the walls at the office, and he has, several times.  We Scots have a temper, and it shows.  “Well, next time think twice about asking me something so blunt like that, when an entire restaurant is sitting there, witnessing!  Where is your fucking brain, Caleb!  Did you really think I wouldn’t hit you?!”

He walks to the freezer and finds an ice pack, and then he helps himself to the dish towel hanging off the rack on the stove, and I snort a laugh.  “God, you’re a fucking pansy.”

“And you’re a fucking bitch.” He mutters, applying it to his face.  

“Is your da going to put a hit on my head now, for scolding his precious son?”

He draws in a deep breath and lets it out.  “No.” He finally says.  “Technically, in his eyes, we’re supposed to be engaged by now.”

I toss the stir fry into the pan, listening to it sizzle, as I flip it over a few times, while it’s on high.  “Yeah, well, fat chance of that ever happening.  You had a one in a gazillion chance before that, but now you just crushed that. I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last living man on earth.”

He pulls the ice pack off his face for a moment, and for the first time ever, I see sadness in his eyes.  “Fuck.”

I try to ignore his solemn face, as he swears under his breath, and I push the food into an awaiting bowl, and sit down, continuing to ignore him.  As I shovel the concoction into my mouth, I feel a certain satisfaction, knowing that I’m being inhospitable to the person who deserves it.  Normally, this would be considered behaving like a bottom feeder in my family, but it’s rather fitting in such company.  He stands there, nursing his face, as I stuff mine.  I’m a quick eater, as is anyone up to their eyeballs in work most of the time, so I finish fast, and throw my bowl in the sink, letting out a soft belch under my breath.

“I hope you lost points with your da for that.” I add, putting salt on the wound.

“Actually, I already told him that I fucked you, so he was pretty pleased about that.” He places the ice pack down on the counter, and watches as my gaze burns into his.

“You asshole.” I seethe.  “I can’t believe you sucked your da’s ass like that.”

“Don’t worry, Laney.  He doesn’t think you’re a slut.”

“Oh, goodie.” I’m facetious, my tone caustic.  “That’s what I was worried about.  Forget about the fact that he wants me to marry his asshole son.  Did you tell him I said there was a snowball’s chance in hell of that ever happening?”

He nods.  “In not so many words, but yeah.”

I rise, pissed off.  “So, who else did you tell, huh?!”

He raises his voice.  “Oh, don’t get all high and mighty on me now, Laney!  I’m sure you told Brandy!”

I round on him.  “I tell Brandy everything! She’s my best friend!”

“Well, la-di-fucking-da!” He shouts at me.

“Oh, you are a son of a bitch!” I shout at him, walking towards the door.  “Get out!  I don’t know why I even let you come inside!”

“Because you were too damn worried about your fucking nosey neighbors!” He opens the door and shouts.  “You didn’t want anybody else knowing that you fucked Caleb—” I grab him by the mouth and force the door closed with the other hand.  

He grabs my hands and pins them behind my back, pushing me back, towards the living room.  

…and it all ends there.










  
  

Chapter 9
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Caleb





I’m angry. I’m turned on. And she doesn’t fight me as I force her into the living room, pulling her close to my body, so her nose touches mine. Her eyes are on mine, darkness in them, as my eyes are hooded, looking down at her, wanting so badly to fuck her again, this time harder, taking my time, savoring her. Equal parts anger and want is in her eyes, too, as her chest heaves, while her calves hit the back of her sectional. Gaze fixed on hers, hands on her chest, I tear open her blouse-style dress, listening to the buttons fly and land on the floor, like someone just dropped an open bag of M & Ms, snack sized. 

The shock in her eyes spurs me on, as her dress is wide open, revealing her bra and panties underneath.  My cock is instantly awake, throbbing behind the zipper, as she wastes no time pulling open the button on my dress pants, and rips down the fly, hand stuffed inside half a second later.  Lips on hers, I make love to her mouth, as I pull the dress off her shoulders, and she lifts my shirt from my pants, and shows more sportsmanship than I did, by undoing the buttons first.  After I pull my shirt over my head, her lips go to my chest, like I’m dessert, after her stir fry, and I can feel her tongue and lips all over, awakening my cock further.

Hands on her ass, I pull her to me, making sure to rub my cock where she clearly loves to be rubbed.  And suddenly I have to have her.  Pulling her back, I uncup her breasts from her bra, and suck and lick those delicious tits, while I slide her panties down, and make my way down to the end zone, as I coax her until her back is on the couch, and her legs are spread open before me.  For a bitch, she sure keeps herself tidy down there, with a sexy fucking shave job, right down to the wood, making it look like she planned this.  As I position myself on my knees, I’m sure to keep my hands on her breasts, kneading her nipples just so, all the while sucking and licking her clit.

At first, the mewls just won’t do.  I suck harder, listening to her cry out, begging for more, as I bring her almost to the edge, and then back off by replacing the sucking with licking.  Back arched, fingers white-knuckled on the cushions, I think she’s forgiven me, as I feel her body clench, and then she lets go, screaming aloud, not giving a fuck about what the neighbors hear now, evidently.  But when she’s done, I don’t stop.  I love hearing that sound too much.  Instead, I shove a finger in, and lick faster, pulsing my digit against her wall, making her writhe.

“Caleb.” She whispers.  “Fuck me.”

My surprise is hindered only by my willingness to do as she says, on account of my wish to fuck her hard as well.  I slide my briefs down and shove my cock in her hard.  “Like that?” I whisper, eyes on hers, as I hover over her, dipping my cock into her over and over again.

“Mmmm…” She moans, pleased, as I feel every cell in her body.  Unaware of how much I had craved it since the last time.

“Ooohhhh…baby, you like that?” I whisper between kisses, slowing my pace, savoring her, but keeping my thrusts deep.

She answers by sliding her hands, palm down, over my nipples, making me feel everything below the belt.  My cock is so awake, as I fuck her on the couch, kissing her erotically, waiting for the proverbial clench that gives me permission to really let go and feel it with her.  As her pelvis tips up slightly, I feel the slight clench, and ride it like a fucking stallion.  Hands on her breasts, I bring her home again, kissing her deeply, muffling her cries, as she comes every bit as hard as she did the first time, only this time, it’s all over my cock.  In the interest of not wanting to piss her off further tonight, I pull out before I come, emptying onto her belly.

As my seed spurts all over her, she’s kind enough to wrap her fingers around my cock, helping me feel it all, almost in thanks for the pleasure that I’ve brought to her tonight.  Eyes shut tight, I feel my balls empty, and after a final grunt, she releases my cock from her hand, and I lay on her, not caring about the mess at the moment.  Why, I don’t know, but I feel the need to push my hands under her and hold her tight to me.  I even burrow my face into her neck, and kiss the flesh intermittently, as I come down off my natural high.

I feel her reach up for something and realize that it’s for tissue.  “Oh, shit.  Sorry.” I mutter, lifting.

“It’s okay. It’s just…dripping down my side.” 

“Better that than to knock you up, I figured.” I explain, cleaning my seed off her.

Laney’s satiated blue eyes open wide for a moment, illustrating her agreement, as she lays back down.  I lift my head onto my hand, propping myself up next to her.  We lay there, looking at each other for a moment.  Then I sigh, sliding a finger down her face.  “God, we are such similar creatures, aren’t we, lass.” My voice is soft.

Hers comes out equally soft.  “What do you mean?”

“We’ve both been groomed since birth to be the people that our families want us to be.”

After a beat, she swallows, and then nods.  “I suppose you’re right.  The only difference is that your da and mine are very different people.”

I nod and then a thought occurs to me.  “If you were stuck on a deserted island, which of the two would you want to be stuck with?”

She chuckles.  “Why do you ask such a ridiculous question?”

“Just…answer it.” I smile.

“Well, I don’t like your da, so mine, of course.”

I roll my eyes.  “That’s not the point, Laney.  It doesn’t matter if you like a person or not.”

“Well, maybe not to you.  But I wouldn’t want to be anywhere alone with your da, Caleb.”

“Alright.  Fair enough.” I pause. “If you had the choice of being stranded on a deserted island with me or with my da, who would you choose?”

She laughs.  I smile.  

“Answer the question.” I coax gently.

“Well, seeing as I seem to have more fun with you, I’d choose you.” 

I’m still smiling, but now I kiss her.  “So, now you think I’m fun, do you.”

“You’ve managed not to piss me off in the last ten minutes, so for now, you’re fun.  But if you ever embarrass me in public like that again, I’ll give you another red mark to match that one already on your face.”

“Gotcha.” I stare at her beautiful blue eyes a moment more.  “So, do you think you want to marry me now?  Now that you know I can hold up in the bedroom?”

She rolls her eyes and scoffs, unimpressed.  “God, Caleb.”

“What?” 

Laney rises, pulling the afghan that’s sitting, folded, on top of her coffee table, open, and draping it over her shoulders, wearing it like a cape.  “Even if I did like you that way, or even if I loved you…Caleb, I’m never getting married.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to.” She licks her lips.  “I am not the marrying type.  I always knew that I wasn’t.  I love my career.  I don’t have the maternal instinct that most women have, and my family is fine with that.  My sisters and brothers will all carry on the family legacy.”

“But none of your siblings are married or have bairns.”

She lifts a finger.  “Yet.”

“And your da is seriously not setting any of you up with marriage?”

She’s flabbergasted. “Of course not.  Never.”

“But…why not?”

“Because my da doesn’t use his bairns for profit, Caleb.” She says, not trying to take the sting out of her words, but at the same time being matter-of-fact, acting like this is something that I’ve needed to hear for some time.

My eyes hood as I look down, considering her statement.  For all intents and purposes, she’s right.  That’s precisely why my da wants me to marry her. That, and he doesn’t want me knocking any slut off the streets up, despite the fact that I’ve never had a scare like that before.  “I love the company as much as he does, Laney.” 

“Of course you do.  If you didn’t, you would never have come after me.  I just want you to know that no matter how much fun you think that we’re having, I will never marry you, nor want to.”

My jaw muscles are working as I nod, understanding her.  “Then I’ll leave it alone, Laney.”

“And what are you going to tell your da?” She asks, with her hand on her hip, standing indignantly, even though her face is soft.

“I’ll handle it.”

She takes it down a notch, sitting next to me.  “How are you going to do that?  Isn’t your da already pissed at you for the murder investigation?”

I shake my head no.  “He doesn’t care about that, actually.  He knows that it’ll all come out in the wash.”

“Really.” She scoffs.  “Your da doesn’t care that his son is being questioned for murder, compromising every business deal he has with the company, and all he cares about is pairing him up with the daughter of his most rival business.”

I shrug. “Da knows what he’s doing.  He’s seen enough scandal in his time.  You, like everyone else, knows what sort of reputation my da has.  And it’s not by accident, either, Laney.  Da figures that to be known as a hardass means that nobody will try to take advantage.”

“But this is a little extreme, don’t you think, Caleb?  Threatening you?  Forcing you to marry someone you hate?”

“To be fair, I didn’t hate you, until, well…you know.  And clearly, we don’t hate each other anymore, Laney.” I say fairly.

“Caleb, you’re missing my point.”

I lift a hand. “I know what you’re getting at.  Sure, my da is going to kick my ass from here back to Scotland, but that will have to wait until this investigation is over, Laney.”

I can feel her gaze on me, as I stare at my hands.  My briefs lay on the floor.  I reach for them and slip them on, and then I do the same with my pants, until I’m fully dressed.  She watches me, not sure why.  I suppose she’s waiting for me to say more, but I don’t.  And then it comes.  “Caleb, does your da beat you?”

I snort, like it’s the stupidest question, ever.  “Aye.  Since I was a wee boy, Laney.  All the time.  And believe me, it’s not like I didn’t need it, either.  If da didn’t scold me, mama did in his place.”

“Like, they smacked you?”

“For my own good, aye.”

She’s confused. “So then, why were you so offended when I hit you?”

“I’ve never been hit by anyone that wasn’t da or mama, Laney.  Even most of my brothers don’t lay a finger on me. Just Ethan does.”

“Maybe because they know what it’s like, assuming that your mama and da beat them, too.”

“Look, Laney, it’s the way it is.  It’s the way it always has been.”

“And you’ve never defended yourself?” She looks me up and down.  “God, Caleb, you tower over your da.”

“If I ever laid a finger on my mama or my da, I’d be banished from the family.  And that, Laney, is worse than any other punishment I could ever receive in this lifetime, or in any other lifetime, for that matter.”

“So, you just sit there, and let him beat the snot out of you?” 

“Essentially, yes.  It doesn’t hurt anymore, Laney.  I’m a man now.  Sure, it hurt when I was a kid, but you said so yourself, I tower over him.  It’s like hitting a boxer with a feather now.”

“Do you ever wish he was dead?  Do you ever envy those Ford boys, because their da is long gone?”

I look at her, half pissed that she’d even suggest such a thing, but half thinking about how I once did wish da would drop dead, and how that’s changed.  As much as Dougall Harris is a son of a bitch, he’s taught me everything I know, and it’s thanks to him being hard on me, that I’m so resilient.  Think about it.  Am I freaking out about being questioned in a murder?  No.  Am I sitting in the corner, crying because my da asked me to do something, and Laney won’t do it?  No.  Of course, the list of impossible tasks and strife goes on for days, but I’ve seen it all through and lived to tell.  And all that is because of my upbringing.  It sounds monstrous to an outsider, sure, but if you’re on the inside, one can see the determination in da.  You will never meet another man like him, with ironclad goals, a clear mindset, and an insurmountable ‘don’t fuck with me or my family’ persona that literally the whole world has grown aware of.

That’s my da.

All the same, I can’t stand the look in her eyes. Is it pity?  Compassion?  I’m not sure.  But I’ve never seen anyone else ever look at me like that before.  I know that Laney doesn’t understand my da, as I don’t understand hers, and I don’t expect to ever be able to explain him to her any further, without her truly knowing him.  And as I’m trying to find the right words to set her mind at ease, I hear my phone beep, and I pull it out of my pants pocket to look at it.  “Shit.” I say, as Laney looks over my shoulder at it, and strangely enough, I let her. Normally, I’m very territorial about my phone, even with my family.  Even with my da.

“What’s wrong?”

It’s a message from someone that nobody else knows about.  But since Laney isn’t someone in my family or in business with me, I figure it may be safe to tell her who it is.  “I was at this conference in Scotland a few years ago, and outside the venue where it was being held, this young bairn and her mama were sitting outside, begging for money.  The bairn was like a little cherub, with long, blonde little curls, big blue eyes, and little pink lips.  Her mama had been kicked out of the house, because of her apparent drug addiction.  I had gone outside to take a call, while my da and two of my brothers were trying to get some tail with some lasses they met inside the conference, so I helped the mama out.”

She’s looking at me, listening intently. 

“Anyway, Gretchen, little Peg’s mama, she’s sober now and they live in a little cottage that I pay for.  She’s got a job and she never bugs me unless she needs money.  Well, she sends me photos of little Peg, and stuff like that, but when she needs something, she tells me, honestly, and I go see her and give her cash, so that way nobody knows about it.”

“You mean you’ve been doing this for years and your da doesn’t know about it?”

I shake my head no.  “You’re the only person I’ve ever told. My da would murder me if he knew.  That’s one thing about Dougall Harris; he’s not the charitable type.  And if he knew that I was messing with a former drug dealer, he’d kill me.”

“And the spies don’t even know?”

“Far as I know, no.  They just think I’m fucking her, but I’m not.  Never have.  Gretchen’s gay.  Peg was the product of a rape.”

She grabs her stomach.  “God, what a nightmare.”

I nod.  “Aye.  I couldn’t not help her, you know.  It tore my heart out.  And Gretchen’s a real honest lass, you know.  She’d never hurt a soul.  She couldn’t have an abortion, either.  It was too painful for her.  Her story really hit home.”

“So, what happened?  Why does Gretchen need money?”

I sigh.  “She lost her job a couple of weeks ago, and didn’t tell me, plus the water heater just broke.  I’ve been meaning to get her into a better place, but the owner of the place will take cash, and it’s hard to buy a house without da knowing about it.”

“And you go out there, back to Scotland, and give her money?”

I nod.  “Aye.  And with the murder investigation, I can’t go back to Scotland.  If I send her money, da’s going to find out about it.”

“You think he’ll really be pissed off?”

My eyes widen.  “Oh, yeah.  Me getting mixed up with an ex-drug user?  He’d kill me.”

She’s silent for a beat.  “Well, Caleb, I can go out there and help her.  If you want.  I’ve got a meeting in Scotland tomorrow, in fact.  I was going to go for the week.  Da’s already out there as of today.”

My heart skips a beat.  “Are you serious?”

“Of course I’m serious, Caleb.” She says with conviction.  “That is one difference between your da and mine.  Do you know how many charities we give to?  Da has an agent that he’s hired, to field all the calls and organize all the charity that we do, without letting it be known to the public.  He’s careful to keep all donations anonymous, to avoid the barrage.”

“That’s the main reason why my da doesn’t give.  He knows that once he does, the calls will be never ending.”

“Exactly.  But that’s why we have Jessica.  Da is big on giving. We have a percentage that we give to various charities each year, and it grows annually.  I get it why you’d want to give to this poor woman.  And I’ll go out there and help out if you like.”

I look at her and smile.  “I would really appreciate it, Laney.  That’s very kind of you.”

She purses her lips into a smile.  “I’m happy to.”

I lean in and kiss her.  “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. And your secret is safe with me, Caleb.”

I kiss her again. “Thank you.”

She pulls back.  “What does Gretchen do for a living?”

“She’s a waitress.  I tried hard to get her to go to school, but she lacks confidence, I’m afraid.  I’ve been trying to convince her to come to the states, but she’s terrified.  Gretchen’s a good mama, too, but she’s been so messed up with the wrong side of town, so I keep her safe, in a small place, where everyone knows everyone, so that wards off the ruffians, you know?”

“Well, bringing her to the states might intimidate the hell out of her then, Caleb.”

“Aye, I know.” I nod.  “But Peg starts school next year, and I’d like to bring her here for that.  The pissant little town where they’re living doesn’t have the best school.”

“So, move her, Caleb.  It might be the best thing for her.”

“She doesn’t want to move.”

“Well, maybe I could talk to her.”

I look her over, searching her eyes.  “Laney, don’t take this wrong, but it might help if you tell her about us.  You know, that we’re…sleeping together.”  I lick my lips and measure my words carefully.  “She’s gay and you’re drop-dead beautiful.  I just don’t want anything to come of that.”

The look on her face changes.  She kisses me again but says nothing more.
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