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      “To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that is all.” Oscar Wilde
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      Delaney

      

      “Sharp left, wide right,” I mutter, knuckles white as they grip the steering wheel, repeating the only driving instructions the lady at the rental counter gave me when I arrived in Dublin.

      Muscles tense, fingers tingling with nerves, I swallow past the enormous lump in my throat and try to remember to stay to the left without hitting the stone wall and bushes that were built perilously close to the side of the road.

      I’ve been driving for two hours on what my phone’s GPS claims to be a highway. Highway, my ass. There’s barely enough room to fit two cars going each way.

      I cringe when my phone tells me to take another roundabout in two point two kilometers.

      As if driving on the wrong side of the road isn’t difficult enough, they had to make up their own measurement system, and have you drive in death-trap circles every hundred feet.

      I shouldn’t be here. Not alone. This was supposed to be Maeve’s trip. Not mine.

      She’d been planning every detail since she was sixteen. She’d just never been healthy enough to ever take it.

      Now, she never will.

      A wave of grief washes over me, and I have to blink back the tears before they threaten to blur my vision.

      It’s one thing to lose your best friend, it’s a whole other level of grief when she’s also your sister.

      I turn the radio on, needing the distraction, but it seems like every damn channel is playing the same song.

      “I see her face. Blurred by time. Arms outstretched, but never mine.” The voice is pure Irish brogue, deep and sexy, but the words are gut-wrenching, playing with my already fragile emotions. “Let the Irish rains wash away yer tears. Let me kiss away yer pain…”

      A small, almost hysterical laugh rumbles in my throat. If only it were that easy.

      “Come to me, my love. I’m waiting on the shore. It’s safe in yer harbor, but that’s not what ships are for.”

      Safe.

      What a joke.

      There’s nothing safe, nothing absolute in this world. Not the job I worked my ass off to get, or the sweet, well-spoken guy I allowed into my heart, and especially not the doctor’s prognosis that my sister would get better.

      I lost them all.

      One heartbreak after another.

      So, I packed my bags, bought the first ticket out of O’Hare International, gave my cheating fiancé his ring back, and decided to finally do the one thing my sister made me promise – cross off every adventure on her bucket list.

      I pull out the folded note from my pocket, and clutch it to my chest.

      “If something happens…” She’d placed it in my hand before her surgery. That list had gone everywhere with her. All of her dreams scribbled down on a damn piece of lined paper.  “If I can’t…”

      “You’re going to be fine.”

      “Promise me.”

      I’d made the promise. Not because I’d thought she wouldn’t make it, but because I believed with all my heart she would.

      Live your life for both of us, Delaney.

      I can’t hold back the tears that spill over my cheeks. Anger mixing with anguish.

      “Damn you, Maeve. And damn your list. And damn you for leaving me alone.”

      The tenor continues to belt out his depressing words. “Whiskey is the cure for a broken heart.”

      There’s no cure for a broken heart. Only ways of numbing the sorrow.

      I can still see her face, hear her words like they were spoken yesterday, “Sometimes I think you feel guilty that it’s me who’s sick and not you.”

      Of course I did. Cystic fibrosis is a genetic disease, one that at the moment of my conception I had a twenty-five percent chance of getting. It wasn’t fair that it skipped me, while slowly killing her.

      “Don’t let my illness stop you from living, Delaney. Find your happiness.” She’d given me the look, the one that always made me feel like she felt sorry for me. Like I was the one who had to go through daily treatments and weekly hospital visits.

      Those were her last words to me.

      And so, I’m here.

      Living.

      Or at least trying to.

      One month – no rules, no regrets. Just the damn list to guide me. That was the promise I made to her. It’s just taken me six months to get the nerve to do it.

      Well, six months and a kick in the ass from life. Four years of university hadn’t prepared me for how difficult the job market would be. But I’d managed to work my way up from office coffee girl to senior assistant in two years. Until last week, when I was let go due to budget cuts.

      The icing on the cake was finding my fiancé Matt in my apartment with another woman. He’d acted like it was somehow my fault for coming home early.

      Bastard.

      I rub the back of my neck, the lack of sleep catching up on me. I figure out the time change in my head. It’s almost six here, which means it’s close to noon at home. I’ve been awake for over thirty hours, and I’m exhausted.

      I couldn’t sleep on the plane.

      If my nerves weren’t enough, I ended up sandwiched between a fussy toddler, and a man who smelled like feta cheese and body odor. The combination was enough to have my stomach rolling the entire trip.

      I should have gotten a hotel in Dublin and slept off my jet lag before attempting to drive across the country, but I’m on a limited budget, and Maeve’s list is long.

      Thirty things in thirty days. It seems impossible.

      My first stop is Knocknarea. I have no idea where it is, other than the west coast, but I plugged the directions into my phone, and I’m praying I get there soon, because I still haven’t figured out where I’m going to stay. I’ll have to sleep in my car most nights, but tonight I’d really like a hotel.

      I yawn and rub my eyes, wondering if I should just pull over and sleep for a couple of hours. I don’t have the chance to decide, because a red blur comes barreling around the corner straight towards me.

      Shit.

      The driver doesn’t slow down, just keeps coming at me, taking up more than half the road.

      I panic and crank the steering wheel to the left. But I misjudge how much room I have, and the car skids with a sickening scraping sound across the old stone fence.

      Oh. My. God.

      I want to squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the impact of the car.

      Every muscle in my body tenses.

      Instead of crashing into me, the convertible lets out a blaring honk as it passes with more room between us than I’d originally judged.

      “Asshole.”

      That’s when I hear it – bang. Like a gun going off around me. I feel it in the center of my chest, an explosion at the front of the car. Then the wheel is ripped from my hands as it takes on a life of its own.

      I slam on the brakes, but in my hysteria, I hit the accelerator.

      The car skips across the right lane, crashing through stone and brush, rattling every bone in my body as it bounces down the side of a hill through a field of sheep. I pump the break and pray that they get out of the way in time.

      The car finally comes to a stop with one last jarring lurch.

      This. Is. Not. Happening.

      I bang my forehead on the steering wheel and scream at the top of my lungs until my throat is raw from the force of it. All the pent-up emotions I’ve been suppressing for the past six months rip through me in a tidal wave of grief.

      To make matters worse, what was a blue sky only moments before has turned a threatening shade of gray. One fat raindrop hits the windshield, followed by another, until the clouds open up and the rain is so heavy I can’t see two feet in front of me.

      I scream again. Louder this time. Shouting every swear word in my vocabulary, including a few that I’m pretty sure I just made up.

      “Ye all right in there?”

      My stomach lurches to my throat at the deep voice outside, and the rapping of knuckles against the passenger side window.

      I let out a small squeal when the door opens, and the large, very wet form practically dives into the car, slamming the door behind him.

      He’s dripping wet, his white V-neck t-shirt plastered across his chest and abs. Large fingers drag through dark hair that’s long at the top and shaved shorter at the sides. One glance and I know the guy is trouble. Sexy, tempting, Irish trouble. The kind of guy Maeve would have fallen for.

      Wild and rough.

      My breath catches when his gaze lands on me. Blue eyes hold mine, and a small frown plays at the corner of his full lips.

      I try to pull in even breaths, but my pulse speeds up, and heat races across every inch of my skin.

      “Are ye hurt? I heard ye screaming.” He reaches out and brushes his fingers across my forehead, causing a warm buzz to travel across my skin, straight to my core. “Did ye hit yer head?”

      I must have, because that’s the only reason I can think of for the reaction I’m having to him.

      He drops his hand, the muscles of his jaw clenching as he studies me.

      “Yer lucky ye didn’t hit any of Davie’s sheep. The wall he might forgive ye for, but his sheep are another matter.” The musical lilt of the man’s Irish brogue makes something in my stomach flutter.

      Focus, Delaney. I’m starting to think I may have a concussion or brain damage, because I can’t string a coherent thought together. Not with the way his gaze roams down my body then back to my face, eyes hungry, like I’m about to be his next meal.

      Yeah, the guy is trouble all right.

      “Did ye lose yer tongue?”

      “What?”

      “So ye can speak.” He lifts a dark eyebrow, and the corner of his mouth twitches up.

      Arrogance radiates off him. He knows he’s hot, and I’m pretty sure he knows the effect he’s having on me.

      I clear my throat and pull my gaze away from his face, but not before I notice the hint of a dimple in his left cheek. It’s almost hidden by his scruff, but it’s there.

      “Ye all right?” he asks again. His voice is dark, deep, and it vibrates in the pit of my stomach. God, that accent should be illegal.

      “Yes.” I shake my head, looking around desperately for my phone. “I just need to call a tow truck…and the rental center before it closes…or the insurance company.”

      I don’t even know who I’m supposed to call. I’ve never been in a car accident before, let alone while in a foreign country. I unclip my seatbelt and turn to search under the backseat, but the minute my foot leaves the brake, the car starts to roll.

      “Jaysus, woman.”

      The car jerks to a stop when he pulls the emergency break up. And the way I’m positioned, the movement causes me to fall backwards, landing straight in his lap.

      He grunts with the impact.

      My breath catches in my throat as his palm runs up my back, steadying me. His other hand rests on my leg, and his mouth is inches from mine, the warmth of his breath tickling my cheek.

      The coolness of his wet t-shirt is the only relief from the heat that scorches my skin at the contact.

      “Sorry.” I squirm, trying to move away, but I’m in an impossible position.

      My palms rest on his chest, and I swear I can feel his heart hammering with the same wild tempo as my own. I glance up, meeting the cool blue of his eyes.

      A shock and pleasure races through my system as I fight to make sense of the impulses that battle against common sense.

      For a moment, I swear the world stops moving. I’ve never been one to believe in instant connections, but something sparks between us. Then it’s gone so quickly, his eyes clouding over with apathy, that I’m left thinking I must’ve imagined it.

      He releases me, and I scoot back to the driver’s seat.

      Awkward silence stretches between us.

      “I can’t find my phone,” I mutter, chewing on my bottom lip.

      “Yer American?” He reaches between his legs and picks up the phone, handing it to me. His tone is harder now.

      “From Chicago.”

      He grunts. “No wonder ye were driving in the middle of the road.”

      “I wasn’t driving in the–” Shit. I realize who he must be. “Wait, you’re the jerk that ran me off the road.”

      “I didn’t run ye off the road, sweetheart.” His eyes narrow. “Ye had plenty of room.”

      “You were driving like a maniac. I don’t know what the speed limit is here, but I’m pretty sure you were well over it.”

      He opens his mouth to respond, then shuts it. His fingers rake through his hair, and he glances out the window. Cold and aloof.

      I shake my head, ignoring his sudden sullenness, and try to turn my phone on, but the screen stays black.

      “Damn it.” Tilting my head against the seat, I close my eyes and scream through gritted teeth, “Can this day get any worse?”

      There’s a deep huff beside me. “Come on. The rain is stopping. I’ll give ye a lift to wherever yer staying. Do ye have family here?”

      A small pathetic laugh bubbles in my throat. “No.”

      “No? Then what are ye doing here?” The way he says it sounds like an accusation. Like an American in Ireland is some rare occurrence.

      “I…” Shaking my head, I decide not to give him any more information than necessary. Because in all honesty, right now, I’m starting to wonder why the hell I came here in the first place. “I’m just…visiting.”

      “Where are ye staying?”

      The words come out in a rush of frustration. “I don’t know.”

      Silence.

      “Then where’d ye plan on sleeping tonight?”

      “Here.” I throw up my hands.

      “In yer car?” I can hear the judgment in his tone.

      Emotions tighten my throat, and I meet his hard gaze with my own, all of my frustration directed at him. “If you hadn’t come flying around the corner at me, I wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      He ignores my accusation. “Let me get this straight. Ye came to Ireland, alone, and yer planning on living in yer car?”

      “Yes.” I cross my arms over my chest and tilt my chin up.

      His eyes widen just slightly, and I can’t tell if he’s impressed or horrified.

      “Ye running from someone?” Another accusation. I see his right eye twitch.

      “No.” Am I? In a way, I guess I am. Running from myself. From my parents. From my ex. Even from the memory of Maeve. I shake my head. “It’s complicated.”

      He mumbles something incoherent under his breath, but I make out enough of it to know he thinks I’ve got a few screws loose in my head. And right now, I’m wondering if he isn’t right. Because instead of sitting here arguing with him, I should be figuring out a way to get out of this mess.

      “If I can borrow your phone, I’ll call a tow truck. I’ll have the driver take me to the nearest car rental center.”

      “Ye won’t be finding a rental place round here. Even if there were, it’d be closing by now.”

      A small noise that sounds like a mix between a laugh and a sob escapes my lips.

      What am I going to do?

      Tears blur my vision, but I blink them away. Losing my cool isn’t going to help. And I’m not going to let this guy see me cry, no matter how easy it would be right now.

      The man lets out an irritated breath, and roughs his palms over his face and scruff.

      “Come on.” He opens his door.

      “Where?”

      He grunts. “Ye can come back to my place.”

      My mouth drops open.

      Alone with him?

      Not a good idea, my brain warns.

      But what are my other options?

      This trip is about trying new things. The old Delaney would never get in a car with a stranger, let alone go home with one. But desperate times call for desperate measures.

      When I don’t move, he adds, “Unless ye’d like to sleep here with the sheep.”

      Something tells me that would be a lot less dangerous.

      But not half as exciting.
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      Cillian

      

      I start up the hill, half expecting the woman to stay in her car. Half hoping, too. I don’t need this shit. Not today. I was wanting to stay off the radar for a few more days. But even if I could lose the American, I can’t ignore the damage to the fence. It won’t take long for Davie’s sheep to sniff out the escape route.

      Agitated, I drive my fingers through my hair, then pull out my phone and make the call that will announce my return. Because as good of a mechanic as Tommy O’Flynn is, he’s an even better gossip. I’ve no doubt the whole town will know I’m back, five minutes after I get off the phone with him.

      “Hey Tommy, it’s Cillian.”

      “Cillian Gallagher.” There’s shock and a hint of reverence in his voice. “Jaysus, it’s good to hear yer voice. Ye back now?”

      “Yeah. I’m over here at Davie’s, and I’ve got a bit of a problem. Damn American ran off the road. Going to need ye to tow the car. And can ye let Davie know he’ll have to come and fix his fence. She put a good sized hole in it.”

      “That’s a fret.”

      A small grunt behind me makes me look over my shoulder, just as the woman lets out a string of curses that would have Tommy blushing.

      She’s trying to lug her enormous suitcase up the hill, and the wheels keep getting stuck in the soft earth.

      I give a harsh shake of my head and blow a strained breath towards the sky.

      Already, I know the woman is one thing – trouble. Beautiful, sexy, American trouble, but still trouble. It’s the last thing I need right now.

      Thirty seconds home and I crash straight into it.

      Guilt, and a sense of morality I didn’t know still lingered in my stone-cold heart, are the only things stopping me from leaving her here.

      It’s not like I caused her to drive off the road. Not really. I drag my hand through my hair and wince. Sure, I was driving too fast, and I’d taken the corner wider than I should have. But the woman had more than enough room. It’s not my bleedin’ problem she doesn’t know how to drive. I grunt, because for tonight, it’s going to have to be.

      I end the call and trek back down the hill, keeping my gaze on her face and not letting it trail down to the curves she’s hiding under a baggy hoodie and ripped jeans.

      Dark hair is tossed on top of her head in a messy bun, and she wears little, if any, makeup. Not that she needs it. Her skin is that flawless, with a faint dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. But it’s her eyes that unnerve me. Hazel with flecks of gold and green. But it’s more what I see when I look into them that rattles me.

      Pain, anger, fear, mixed with strength, passion, and lust.

      A chaos of emotions trapped behind a mask of self-inflicted rules. But I see it, something wild just waiting to be set free.

      And she’s gorgeous.

      I don’t know why it irritates the hell out of me. But it does.

      “Give it to me,” I growl, reaching for the suitcase.

      “I can do it myself.”

      I grunt and let her try for another few steps, but when she loses her footing and slips back down the hill a few feet, I ignore her protests and take the bag from her.

      “Jaysus, Mary, and Joseph, what do ye have in here?” It must weigh over fifty kilos.

      “If it’s too heavy for you–”

      I narrow my eyes at her, and she clamps her mouth shut.

      When I toss her bag in the backseat of the car, I catch her watching me.

      I can see the uncertainty in her eyes. Like she doesn’t know if she can trust me. It’s not a look I’m used to. Even before Wild Irish hit the charts with the single Meet Me in Sligo, I’d never been starved for a woman’s attention.

      I could have had a different woman each night, but I’d played the part of the faithful fool. Unaware that the woman I cared about was fucking half of Ireland, including my own damn brother.

      It gutted me. Not just the betrayal. Hers, I could get over. His, I never would. But it was what came after – more bleedin’ lies – that sent me into a three-month drunken tailspin.

      My friends, my goddamn band members, guys who were like family to me; they sided with Owen, believing the bullshit he was spouting.

      He swore on our father’s grave that he hadn’t slept with Molly, but I’d seen her in his bed, her naked body draped over his. Hard to argue with the evidence.

      So, I left. Holed myself up in an apartment in Dublin for the last three months. Drinking. Fucking. Ignored everyone’s calls. Even when they threatened legal action against me after I told them to cancel our upcoming tour.

      Let them sue me. Because there’s no chance in hell I’ll ever play on the same stage again as my cheating, lying, bastard of a brother.

      “Get in,” I growl out, agitation making my voice gruffer than before.

      Her brows draw down. “Maybe I should wait here. If you could just call a tow truck.”

      “I already did.” I have to take a deep breath and grit my back teeth to stop the agitation from seeping into my words. But I’m pretty sure I still fail. “I’m not in the habit of kidnapping women, if that’s what yer afraid of.”

      “That’s not…” She lets out a slow uneven sigh and closes her eyes, like she’s trying to fight back tears.

      There was a time when I would have felt something other than irritation, but that part of me died with my brother’s betrayal. Now, the only thing I feel is cold, unrelenting bitterness.

      “There’s nothing ye can do out here. I’ll take ye back to my place and ye can call whoever ye need to. But I’d like to get out of these wet clothes before I freeze to death.”

      She gives a small nod, and thankfully doesn’t argue.

      I turn on the radio, trying to fill the silence. I wince when my voice filters through the speakers. “…It’s safe in yer harbor, but that’s not what ships are for.”

      “I think I’ve heard that song twenty times since I arrived here this morning. Who is it?”

      I rough my hand over my beard. “Wild Irish.”

      She gives a small nod. “They’re good. The song’s a bit overplayed, but I like their sound.”

      The sound that vibrates in my chest is a mix between a grunt and a growl.

      “You don’t agree?”

      “They’re overrated,” I mutter, keeping my eyes on the road, and turning the song off.

      Silence fills the car, and I’m grateful when she doesn’t try to fix it.

      It’s only when I pull to a stop in front of my house that I glance over at her.

      Eyes closed, mouth slightly parted, she’s fast asleep, a piece of lined paper clutched in her hand like it’s a lifeline.

      Even though I know I shouldn’t, I take the time to study her.

      My cock’s been aching since the second I opened her car door and saw that sweet little mouth of hers parted in an O, her eyes wide when they travelled down my chest, then back up to my face. The way her tongue darted out over her bottom lip, practically begging for my kiss.

      If I was back in Dublin, or on tour, I wouldn’t hesitate to let her have a taste. But I’ve got enough to worry about now that I’m back. And judging by how I found her, she comes with her own set of baggage.

      Best to just play the good Samaritan, then send her on her way.

      She stirs in her sleep and the paper falls from her hand.

      Curiosity has me picking it up and unfolding it.

      It’s a list.

      An odd list.

      I chuckle, shaking my head. Kiss a stranger…Skinny dip in the ocean…Cliff dive…

      I swallow hard at number twenty-two…Have a mind-blowing orgasm. My cock hardens at the thought of giving it to her and I have to adjust myself.

      Hell, having her in my house might be harder than I thought.
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      Delaney

      

      Warmth spreads across my skin, starting at my hand, travelling up my arm, then down my chest, straight to my most intimate parts. I moan softly, wanting more, but it leaves me almost instantly, followed by a deep, growl-like voice, “We’re here.”

      I startle awake, blinking rapidly as I try to get my bearings.

      The guy is watching me, a frown tugging at his lips. My gaze immediately goes to them, which only makes his frown deepen.

      He gets out of the car, then pulls my luggage from the back and starts carting it to the small stone cottage. It looks archaic, the walls covered in some kind of ivy, the roof green with moss. The windows and doors look new, and with a bit of gardening it would actually be charming.

      But right now, it looks more like the scene from Misery.

      Still exhausted, my body trembling with fatigue, I get out of the car, anxiety pitting in my stomach.

      What do I even know about this guy? Nothing.

      He glances over his shoulder, then stops walking when he sees me still standing by the car. “What?”

      “I was just thinking, I don’t really know anything about you.”

      With his back to me, I can’t see his face, but by his tone, I’m pretty sure he just rolled his eyes. “What do ye want to know?”

      “Your name would be good.”

      He turns and gives me a bland stare. “Cillian.”

      Cillian. Of course, the man has a sexy Irish name. Kill-e-an. I almost say it aloud to feel it roll off my tongue.

      “Cillian what?”

      He exhales loudly. “Gallagher.”

      “Do you have family around here?”

      His eyes narrow. “A brother.”

      I nod. That’s a good sign.

      “Anything else, or do ye want to stay out here talking all night?”

      I shiver as a cool gust of wind whips around me, as if making his point. I nod and start walking towards him.

      He grunts, something he seems to do a lot of, then turns back to the door, opening it.

      “My name’s Delaney, in case you were wondering.”

      “Delaney?” There’s a spark of curiosity when he glances back at me. “Ye’ve got Irish in ye then?”

      “My grandmother was born here. Delaney was her maiden name.”

      Ignoring me, he sets my luggage in the center of the foyer, then walks down the narrow hall. I follow him, not knowing what else to do.

      The house isn’t big, but it’s clean, and despite the medieval-looking stonework on the outside of the building, everything inside is modern. But it looks like he hasn’t been here in a while, and it’s almost as cold inside as it was outside.

      I rub my hands over my arms.

      “I’ll start a fire.” He adjusts something on the thermostat. “It’ll take a bit for the furnace to kick on.”

      “Were you on vacation?” I follow him into the kitchen.

      “There won’t be any food.” He tosses his keys and phone on the counter, then opens the fridge. As predicted, it’s empty. Slamming it shut, he lets out an uneven breath.

      I can’t tell if the man is mad at me or just mad at life in general. I’m leaning more towards the second one. I’ve seen hints of a softer side, but mostly he’s just snarly.

      He disappears down the hall, and returns a few minutes later wearing a dark hoodie and a new pair of jeans.

      “I’ll go to the grocery store.” He grabs his keys again.

      “You’re leaving me here?”

      “Ye need food. And I definitely need a drink.” He rakes his fingers through his hair, causing it to flop to the other side. Ye can stay in my room tonight–”

      “Your room? I think you misunderstood–”

      “I’ll take the couch.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment settles in my chest, and I reprimand myself for it.

      He’s a stranger, Delaney. Even so, my panties are wet just from the thought of sharing his bed. Well, that and the deep brogue that rolls from his tongue every time he speaks.

      When he brushes past me, I swear every nerve in my body begins to vibrate.

      I follow him towards the living room, where he throws a few logs into the fireplace, then crouches to start it. The crackle of flames as it bites into the wood fills the silence, and soon there’s a steady heat coming from the pit.

      Cillian stands. Over six feet of lean, hard muscle looms over me. “I left my phone on the counter. Ye can make yer calls. Let yer family know ye’re okay.”

      My family. They don’t even know I’m in Ireland. Not that they’d care. My parents are still too caught up in their grief to worry about me.

      “Thank you.”

      He gives a brisk nod, his expression stoic. Then he pulls out a crumpled paper from his back pocket. I recognize it immediately – the list.

      Shit. Even though I know it isn’t there, my hands go to my pockets. How did he get it?

      “I think ye lost this.”

      Did he read it?

      Heat burns my cheeks when I take it from him.

      “I…” Licking my lips, I glance away, unable to meet his heated gaze.

      What is he thinking?

      I can’t read the man, and it’s infuriating.

      “I’ll be back soon. Make yerself comfortable. I turned the water heater on, but it’ll take some time for it to heat up. So, unless ye want a cold shower–”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      He studies me for a long moment before giving a brisk nod, then turning and walking out the door.

      I stand there, puzzling over the man.

      Cillian Gallagher. Even his name is sexy. He’s got the whole dark, brooding, mysterious vibe going on. Plus, he knows he’s sexy, which is sexy in itself.

      I clutch Maeve’s list in my hand. There are more than a couple of items on it I wouldn’t mind crossing off with him.

      But right now, I need to figure out what I’m going to do about the car.

      Going back to the kitchen, I pick up his phone. I left my rental agreement with the insurance papers in the glove compartment.

      Damn it. I probably should have contacted them immediately, but I wasn’t thinking straight. When Cillian gets back, I’ll ask him to call the tow company to get the numbers.

      Let yer family know ye’re okay.

      I pick up the phone, expecting to find a passcode. But it’s unlocked.

      My fingers hover over the numbers. I think about calling my mom, but the last thing she needs is more stress. With Maeve having always been so sick, I’ve tried my best to never give them a reason to worry about me.

      And now…

      Everything I’ve done in the past twenty-four hours defies who I am. The rules I set in place. Rigid and safe; that’s how I lived, how I ordered my life. Even Matt, with his perfect smile and perfect job, fit into my perfect life.

      At least, I thought he did.

      “He’s bland. Boring,” Maeve had said. “What you need is wild and dangerous.”

      Wild and dangerous. Two words that couldn’t define Cillian more. Maybe Maeve was right, perhaps a tiny taste of danger is exactly what I need. I’ve tried safe, and look where that got me.

      Even if it ends in him rejecting me, it’s not like I’ll ever see the man again after tonight.

      I bite my lip, tempted to flip through his contacts and pictures. I want to know more. I debate it for a few seconds until the phone starts vibrating in my hand, causing me to jump, and my heart is racing like I’m a naughty child caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

      God, I must be on edge.

      I cough on a laugh when I see the name that pops up on the screen.

      

      Bloody Fecking Bastard

      

      “Clearly, I’m not the only person he has a problem with,” I mutter, putting the phone down and wondering who Bloody Fecking Bastard is.

      I walk around the house, trying to get a better sense of the man. But the place is bare of mementos or pictures. The only thing that gives me any clue about him is the guitar beside the couch.

      Yawning, I go to the bedroom. More bare walls. I open his closet. T-shirts and jeans make up the majority of his wardrobe. There’s an old guitar case hidden in the back, the first real clue of who he is.

      If I was at home, I’d Google him. Or at least stalk his Facebook page, if he has one. He doesn’t seem like the type to spend much time on social media.

      Not knowing what else to do, and completely exhausted, I lay down on the bed, burying my face in the pillow. It smells like him. Or at least what I think he smells like. Something wild and Irish. Woody and masculine, with a hint of a spicy cologne.

      I’m going to do this.

      Him.

      Tonight.

      Cross off number four on my list – kiss a stranger.

      Then see where it goes from there.

      But first, I need to close my eyes.

      Just for a second.
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      Cillian

      

      Groceries and booze aren’t the only reason I needed to get out of the house. I had to get away from those curious hazel eyes. Eyes that beg me for something I’m pretty sure she’d be unable able to handle.

      Delaney.

      I’ve always been good at reading people, but I’ve never met anyone like her…like there’s a war going on inside that pretty little head. Pain fighting against hope. Reservation against an untapped wildness.

      The woman’s gotten under my skin and I can’t figure out why.

      There’s a part of me that wants to protect her, keep her safe – even from myself. Because from the second I laid eyes on her, I haven’t been able to think about anything other than being inside her.

      But she’s not the kind of girl that does one-night stands, or at least that’s what I thought before I read the list.

      Kiss a stranger.

      Sure, that’s innocent enough. But it was number twenty-two that really fucked with my head. Like the list was written by someone else. Someone who could handle what I have to give.

      No expectations.

      No promises of tomorrow.

      No emotions.

      I may be an asshole, but I’ve had my own heart crushed enough that I have no intention of inflicting the same pain on someone else. Especially not the sweet little American who carries the weight of the world in those hypnotizing hazel eyes.

      “Cillian?”

      With my hand on a bottle of Jameson, I glance over my shoulder, cursing under my breath when I see Emer walking towards me, mouth twisted in a frown.

      I’ve known the woman since we were kids. Her brother Shane was my best friend, or at least I thought he was before I found out what Owen did. I believed he’d have my back when the shit hit the fan. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      To complicate matters, Emer’s also dating Aiden Callahan, Wild Irish’s drummer, another man I never believed would betray me, until he did.

      The four of us—Owen, Aiden, Shane, and myself—started the band ten years ago, when we were still practically kids. We never dreamed we’d have the success we did. But then, a lot of things turned out differently than imagined.

      “Hey,” I grumble, regretting not driving the extra twenty minutes to the next town to do my shopping.

      

      Emer gives me a small smile, her expression filled with concern and a million questions that I don’t want to answer. “Yer back?”

      “For now.” I place the bottle of Jameson in my trolley, then as a second thought grab another one.

      “Have ye called Shane or Aiden? They’ve been worried sick about ye. We all have.”

      I grunt, pushing the trolley forward.

      She follows me. “I know it’s none of my business, but yer brother–”

      “Yer right.” I turn to her. “It isn’t yer business.” I drag my hand through my hair and let out a low breath. “I’ve had a shitty day and I don’t want to make it any shittier by arguing with ye about stuff ye don’t understand.”

      Her expression changes from one of concern to irritation. She’s a tiny thing, barely comes up to my shoulders, but the way she crosses her arms over her chest and narrows her eyes at me is intimidating.

      She may be two years younger than Shane and I, but she’s never had any problem putting us in our place when she thought we deserved it.

      “I knew ye were stubborn, Cillian, but I didn’t take ye for an idiot.”

      “So now I’m an idiot for believing what my eyes saw.”

      “He didn’t–”

      “I’ve heard the lies from his mouth. I don’t need them repeated from yours.”

      She shakes her head and mutters something under her breath.

      “Leave it alone, Emer. This isn’t your fight.”

      “It is. Because I care about ye both.” She places her hand on my arm. “Ye should see him. He’s a mess. It’s killing him to think that he’s lost you.”

      “He should have thought about that before he fucked my girlfriend.”

      She cringes and drops her hand. Immediately, I regret my harsh tone. The woman has never been anything but good to me.

      “I know yer just trying to help.” I rough my hand over my beard.

      A sad smile plays on her lips. “Come over to the house. I’ll make ye a bite to eat. Aiden will be home soon–”

      “I can’t.” I put my hand up to stop her protests. “And before ye start into me, I’ve got a good reason.”

      “Fine.” I can tell she doesn’t believe me, but at least her smile has returned. “Come by soon.”

      “I will.”

      “That’s a promise then?” She points a finger at me, brows raised.

      I nod, which seems to satisfy her.

      Exhaling heavily as I watch her walk away, I know I’ll have to live up to the promise. But I knew when I decided to come home that I’d have to see the guys again – even Owen. I was just hoping to put it off as long as possible.

      I manage to get out of the store without anyone else recognizing me. Or if they do, they know better than to approach.

      The sky is a deep purple by the time I get back to the house. It’s quiet when I walk in. Delaney isn’t in the kitchen or the living room. I place the groceries on the counter, then walk down the hall towards the bedroom. The bathroom light is off, so it’s the only place she can be.

      My chest tightens when I see her.

      Spread out on my bed, dark hair draped over her cheek, her eyes are closed. I have no control over the way my body responds to seeing her in my bed. I’m instantly hard.

      Leave it alone, my brain warns, urging me to step away from the bedroom. I’m already in too deep by allowing her to stay here. As soon as I made the decision to bring her back to my place, she became my problem.

      I shut the door and go back to the kitchen, pouring myself a good shot of whiskey, then slam it back before refilling my glass.

      My phone is still on the counter. Four missed calls. Two from Owen, the others from Aiden and Shane.

      Fuck. By now, the whole town probably knows I’m back. It won’t be long before those assholes start knocking on my door with their demands.

      I drain my glass and refill it again before pulling out the meat and vegetables from the fridge. I keep drinking as I sauté the beef and chop the onions, potatoes, and carrots. I’m nearly halfway through the bottle by the time the stew is simmering on the stove.

      Taking my glass and the bottle of whiskey, I lay down on the living room couch, my head already swimming in the warm fog of alcohol.

      I close my eyes, allowing my thoughts to drift to the woman in my bed.

      If I wasn’t in such a fucked-up place, and I knew she could handle sex with no strings attached, I’d be all over her. There’s no way in hell she’d be sleeping right now. She’d be screaming my name, begging me to fuck her harder and faster.

      I’m good at it. Sex. Making women cry out in pleasure. And I know I could fulfill number twenty-two on her list.

      Have a mind-blowing orgasm.

      And be damned if I don’t want to give it to her.
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      Delaney

      

      It’s dark when I finally open my eyes. The only light is the soft glow from under the door. And it’s quiet. So damn quiet I swear I can hear my own heart beating.

      My stomach growls and I realize what woke me – the strong scent of garlic and meat cooking.

      I’m starving. With my stomach turning on the plane, I hadn’t been able to eat the bland meal that was provided. But whatever Cillian is making has my mouth watering.

      A small bundle of nerves twists in my chest as I climb out of bed and walk down the hall towards the kitchen. But it’s more from the anticipation of seeing the man again.

      There’s a large pot on the stove, steaming. I lift the lid. It’s some kind of stew with chunks of beef, potatoes, and carrots.

      I’m impressed.

      In all the years we were together, the only thing Matt ever cooked for me was scrambled eggs and burnt toast. But then, he always had the expectation that once we were married I’d take up most of the household duties.

      I hadn’t thought much about it at the time, summing it up to the fact that he was raised by a stay-at-home mom who did everything for everyone. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, I just always believed in equal responsibilities. I realize now that would never have happened with Matt. He would have expected me to play the dutiful housewife.

      For a time, that’s what I thought I wanted. To be someone’s wife. Have kids. Move to suburbia and live the American dream.

      I didn’t want to listen to Maeve when she told me not to settle. I ignored the small voice in my head warning me that I was giving a piece of myself up for a dream I didn’t really want.

      I see it now. How I gave up three years of my life to be with someone because I thought he was the safe choice.

      Despite how painful it was to find him with another woman, at least I found out before we were married.

      I just wish Maeve could have seen his face when I threw his clothes, including his favorite Gucci suit, out the window of my twelfth-floor apartment.

      I put the lid down and go searching for Cillian.

      He’s sprawled out on the couch, and the way he’s laying with one arm extended above his head has made his shirt rise, exposing his stomach.

      My gaze roams down his body, my fingers itching to touch the dark ink that runs up his one arm.

      God, he’s sexy. Not the tall, dark, cookie cutter handsome you read about in romance novels. But something rougher, more raw and real. He could just as easily be on the cover of Rolling Stones magazine. He’s got the whole bad boy vibe down.

      The opposite of what I usually go for. The kind of man I usually run in the opposite direction from.

      “Do ye make it a habit of watching people sleep?” The words rumble in a slur from his beautiful lips, but his eyes remain closed.

      Shit.

      “I…I...” I have no excuse. “Sorry. I woke up, and…” God, I sound like a gibbering idiot.

      He stretches, exposing more of his stomach, and the soft line of hair that trails under his jeans.

      My tongue darts over my bottom lip.

      A small growl rumbles from his throat, and I jerk my gaze to his.

      Hunger flares in his eyes. A look that says he would devour me in a heartbeat.

      My breath catches in my throat, and I panic.

      I take a step back, bumping into the coffee table behind me and knocking an empty glass onto the floor. Thankfully, it doesn’t break. My fingers are shaking when I lean over to pick it up.

      “Sorry.” I place the glass back on the table.

      He rolls off the couch, picking up the whiskey bottle that’s beside him. “Ye hungry?”

      I give a small nod and look away, anywhere but the gorgeous man in front of me.

      I’m starving. And not just for food.

      I want to taste him.

      Feel his lips on mine.

      It’s insane. I don’t even know him. But my body is craving his touch.

      He takes a step toward me, and my heart begins to race, because for one crazy second I think he means to kiss me.

      And I want him to.

      I lick my lips, meeting his fiery gaze, my body humming in anticipation. I lean towards him just slightly.

      He stares down at me for a long, tense moment.

      Kiss me.

      But he doesn’t. He breaks eye contact and moves past me.

      “Come on,” he growls, voice brimming with frustration.

      With me?

      As he disappears out of the room, I hear his heavy, agitated breath.

      The warmth of embarrassment reaches my cheeks, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      I totally misread him. Maybe he’s not attracted to me. Or maybe he has a girlfriend. I hadn’t even thought of that until now. I sigh and follow him into the kitchen.

      “Sit,” he says, nodding to the table and chairs. When I take a seat, he places a bowl of stew in front of me.

      He grabs the bottle of whiskey and two glasses and sits down across from me. Filling both glasses, he pushes one across the table towards me. Leaning back in his chair, he swirls the amber liquid and studies me.

      “You’re not eating?” I ask, picking up the spoon.

      He drains his glass, then places it on the table before refilling it. “Tell me about the list.”

      I cough, choking on my first bite. Grabbing the glass in front of me, I drain it, but the whiskey only makes me cough more.

      Cillian doesn’t seem fazed, he just refills my glass and continues. “That’s why ye’re here, right? In Ireland.” He leans forward, blue eyes studying me like I’m some sort of anomaly. “But ye don’t seem like the adventurous type.”

      More heat races to my cheeks. Embarrassment mixes with indignation because there’s judgment in his words.

      I place my spoon down and tilt my chin at him. “What type do I seem like?”

      “The kind that stays home. Gets married and has babies. Not the type who runs off…” His lips twitch up slightly. “And kisses strangers.”

      “I never…” I fidget in my seat. “I mean, I haven’t.”

      “Ye don’t have to justify yerself. I’m just trying to figure ye out.”

      I glance down at my bowl, unable to meet his gaze. I hate that he can read me so well when I can’t figure him out at all.

      “D’ye have a man back at home?”

      “What?” I blink up at him. “No.”

      “So it’s not a man yer runnin’ from?” There’s a slight slur to his voice.

      I chew on my bottom lip and shake my head. “Maybe I just want to have fun. Live my life. And not care about everyone else’s rules.”

      He sighs and rakes his fingers through his hair. “Ye don’t seem like the type that goes looking for trouble.”

      “You’re assuming a lot about me.”

      “Am I wrong?”

      I pick up my spoon and stir the meat and potatoes around the bowl.

      When I don’t answer, he grunts. “Ye’ve got the look about ye.”

      “What look?”

      “Like someone hurt ye.”

      I shrug. “You’ve been hurt?”

      Maybe that’s why he’s so damn surly.

      His expression darkens. “People can only hurt ye if ye let them. If ye don’t care, they have no power over ye.”

      “Good advice,” I say, picking up the glass he poured for me and lifting it in a salute. “To not caring.”

      “To not caring,” he repeats, angling his glass towards me, then drinking.

      I cough as the whiskey burns a line down my throat.

      He chuckles and shakes his head, then pours me another shot. “And to the list.”

      I wince, wondering if he read the entire thing. “To the list,” I mutter before draining my glass.

      Silence stretches between us as he watches me eat the remaining stew.

      “Thank you for dinner. It was good.”

      He gives a sharp nod.

      “Did your mom teach you how to cook?”

      “No.” There’s a finality to the word, and I can see I’ve broached a taboo subject.

      I take my empty bowl to the sink, fully aware of the way his gaze follows me across the room.

      Everything about him is intense, pulsating with an energy that leaves me alert, on edge, and aching for something I can’t quite put my finger on. It’s more than just his touch. Sure, the physical attraction is there, but there’s also a mystery to him, a puzzle that I want to figure out.

      “Also, thank you for letting me stay here tonight,” I say as I rinse my bowl off in the sink.

      I don’t hear him move, but I feel the warmth of his body behind me, even though he doesn’t touch me. If I turn, I know he’ll be only a breath away.

      Despite the heat surrounding me, a small shiver races down my spine, sending little pinpricks across my skin.

      “I’ll clean up.” The rich, melodic brogue is strained.

      I turn slightly, just enough that my arm brushes against his. The skin-to-skin contact is enough to release the small moan that’s been trapped inside my throat.

      His response is a low growl, and the next thing I know his gorgeously tatted arms are trapping me between the counter and his large, muscular body.

      He doesn’t touch me. It’s like he’s making every effort not to.

      “Delaney.” My name is a command on his lips, forcing me to look up at him.

      When I do, there’s no mistaking the desire in his eyes.

      A small sliver of fear races through me. “I…”

      His nostrils flare, and he lets out an uneven breath before slowly stepping away, heading back to the table, grabbing the bottle, and pouring himself another glass, his back to me.

      I’m left standing there, not sure what I did wrong.

      I wanted to kiss him, and I think he wanted it, too.

      God, I’m no good at this kind of thing.

      “Go to bed, Delaney.” He stares blankly into his glass. It’s not just a command, but a severing of whatever spark or connection we shared for that brief moment.
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      Cillian

      

      Groaning as sunlight hits my face, I toss on the couch, stretching my legs over the armrest. I’m too damn big for the fucking couch, and every muscle in my body aches. Not to mention the constant throbbing between my legs.

      I spent the night regretting not kissing the woman. Her body was practically humming in anticipation. So damn responsive, and I hadn’t even touched her.

      Knowing she was in my bed had my cock aching so fucking bad that no amount of whiskey could dull it.

      There’s a knock on the door.

      Shit. I think about ignoring it, but the person knocks again, this time with more urgency.

      Grunting, I roll off the couch and drag my tongue over my teeth, before rinsing my mouth with a shot of whiskey.

      More knocking.

      “Fuck off. I’m coming.”

      Aiden’s eyebrows shoot up when I answer the door, his gaze dropping to the bottle of Jameson in my hand. “My God, man, Emer said ye look like shit, but I didn’t think it’d be this bad.”

      I make a noise in the back of my throat. Turning my back on him, I walk to the kitchen and place the bottle on the counter. I frown when I notice fresh coffee brewing.

      Delaney must have woken up already.

      “Ye not going to talk to me?” Aiden follows me down the hall toward the bedroom. It’s empty and the bed is made. The luggage in the far corner of the room is the only sign that she’d been here.

      Where the hell is she?

      “Did ye see a woman when ye came in?” I turn back to him, dragging my hands through my hair.

      “What?” Aiden frowns at me, then shakes his head. “No, I didn’t see a damn woman.”

      A pressure builds inside my chest, and I grumble when I realize what it’s from – concern.

      Fuck. What do I care if she left?

      “We need to talk,” Aiden says, watching me warily.

      Going back to the kitchen, I grab a mug and pour myself a coffee.

      She’ll be back. Her luggage is still here. It’s not like she wandered off in the middle of the night. She probably just went for a walk.

      But what if she got lost? She doesn’t even have a damn phone.

      I slam my mug down and storm towards the front door, intent on finding her before she gets herself into more trouble.

      “Cillian?” Aiden says behind me, concern in his voice.

      “What?” I stop with my hand already on the door handle.

      “Enough of this shit. Get over yerself. The band needs ye.”

      “Fuck the band. Unless ye’re ready to get rid of Owen, I’m done.”

      Aiden shakes his head. “Ye know that’s not going to happen. But if ye’d just listen to him–”

      “I already heard his lies.” I open the door and practically barrel right into Delaney. I have to grab her by the waist to stop her from falling.

      She lets out a small squeal, her fingers fisting in my shirt.

      We stand there like that for a moment, her staring up at me with those big, expressive eyes, and my own breathing rough and uneven.

      “Where were ye?” I growl, making her eyes widen even more. I drop my hands from her waist and take a small step back, unable to control my body’s reaction to touching her.

      She watches me warily, biting her lower lip as her gaze flickers down my chest, resting for a moment on the bulge between my legs. I see her swallow hard, then quickly draw her gaze away, cheeks turning a shade of scarlet.

      “I-I was just looking around. I didn’t want to wake you.”

      Aiden clears his throat behind me.

      I turn around, glaring at him when he raises an eyebrow.

      Aiden ignores me, turning his gaze to her. “And ye are?”

      “Delaney.”

      “And how do ye know our boy, here?”

      “I–”

      “She banged up her car. I’m letting her stay here until she gets it fixed.”

      Aiden’s eyes widen slightly, and a grin tugs at his lips. “Ah, so yer the one who hit Davie’s fence.”

      “My tire blew–”

      I grunt. “Ye were driving in the middle of the road.”

      “I was fine until you came speeding around the corner.” Her arms cross over her chest and she purses her lips.

      Aiden chuckles, and I give him another pointed glare.

      “Well, if ye’re going to be here for a couple days, you should join us at O’Donoghue’s Pub tonight. We’re going to be celebrating.”

      “Celebrating?” I shove my hands in my pockets and lean against the door.

      “Emer didn’t tell ye?” His face brightens the way it always does when he talks about her. “I asked her to marry me.”

      “Shit.” A sense of loss slices through me, but I immediately push it away. “I thought Emer was smarter than that.”

      Aiden grunts, his gaze focusing on Delaney. “So ye’ll come tonight? Let us show ye a bit of Irish hospitality.”

      She shrugs. “I’ve got to cross number eight off eventually.”

      Aiden raises an eyebrow in curiosity, but I know what she means.

      “Drink a Guinness in an Irish pub,” I mutter.

      “You memorized it?” Her mouth hangs open, and red starts to creep up her neck, infusing her cheeks.

      Aiden’s palm smacks down on my shoulder. “Good, so I’ll see ye both there around nine.”

      “No,” I bite out.

      “Owen won’t be there, if that’s what’s worrying ye.”

      I grunt.

      “Ye know it’d mean the world to Emer if ye came.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I lie.

      He exhales a heavy breath as if he can read my thoughts.

      “Wild Irish,” Delaney says, glancing down at Aiden’s shirt. I didn’t even notice he was wearing it. “That’s the band from the radio. What was the song called? The one they’re playing on every station here?”

      Aiden gives me a funny look, then says, “Meet Me In Sligo.”

      “Right. That one.”

      “Yer a fan?” Aiden asks her, glancing at me quickly, and I can see he’s wondering what game I’m playing at.

      No game. It just hadn’t come up. Not without sounding arrogant.

      “I’ve never heard of them until yesterday,” Delaney says. “But, yeah, from what I’ve heard, they’re pretty good.”

      “They’re from around here, ye know.” Aiden walks past me, then says over his shoulder, “If ye come tonight, ye might even get to hear them play.”

      “Really?” Her eyes brighten.

      “No.” My voice comes out sounding more like a growl, and it has Delaney turning to me with a frown.

      “I’d better go,” Aiden says, chuckling.

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “See ye tonight, Delaney. It was a pleasure meetin’ ye.”

      I slam the door behind him, making sure to lock the deadbolt.

      “He seems nice,” she offers.

      I ignore the comment and head to the kitchen.

      “Have you heard anything from your friend who towed my car?”

      “I haven’t checked my messages.” I grab my phone, but the damn thing is dead. Plugging it into the charger, I turn and lean against the counter.

      She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, and fidgets nervously. “Thank you again for letting me stay here last night. Hopefully I can get everything settled with the rental company today and be out of your hair.”

      My phone turns on just as I’m about to tell her she can stay another night if she needs to, but the beeping lets me know there’s a new text.

      It’s from Tommy.

      I read it quickly, then curse under my breath, “Shit.”

      “What?”

      This is bad. Really bad.

      I rake my hands through my hair and read the message a second time.

      “What’s wrong? Is it about the car?” she asks again.

      “Ye didn’t get car insurance?”

      “What?” Her eyes go wide and her mouth drops open, and I can see the trickle of fear mixed with denial. She shakes her head. “Of course I did.”

      “Tommy said he contacted the rental place.” I hand her my phone to let her read the message. “Ye’re not insured, sweetheart.”

      “No…” She takes my phone from my hand, scrutinizing the message. “That’s not right…” Her eyes squeeze closed like she’s trying to remember. “When they asked me, I said yes. I’m sure I did.”

      “Do ye have the paperwork?”

      “It’s in the glove compartment.” Her bottom lip is quivering, her eyes full of panic.

      I take the phone back and text Tommy again, asking him to double-check. He gets back to me almost immediately.

      Damn.

      “There’s no paperwork for the insurance. Just the rental agreement.”

      She shakes her head again, eyes starting to tear up, and she reaches out to steady herself on the counter. “This can’t be happening.”

      “I wouldn’t panic until ye know what the damages are.”

      “I ran the car through a brick fence and down the side of a hill into a field of sheep. I’d say it’s going to cost me.” Her fingers wrap around the edge of the counter, and her shoulders slump forward, starting to shake.

      I’m about to reach out and comfort her when I realize she’s not crying, but laughing. It starts out small, but only gets louder, until she has tears streaming down her face.

      “Ye think it’s funny?” Maybe the woman really does have a few screws loose in her head.

      “No.” She wipes at her cheeks with her palms and takes a few steadying breaths. “Not at all.”

      The way she says it, I know her outburst is about more than just the car.

      “Ye can stay here for a couple days until ye figure out what ye’re going to do. Or at least till Tommy can give ye a better assessment of how much it’s going to cost.”

      I expect her to argue. Instead, she says softly, “Thank you.”

      Nodding, I turn my back to her, rubbing the back of my neck as I wince. Letting her stay here is the least I can do.

      I’d taken that corner too fast, but it wasn’t just that. I’d had more than enough room, but I’d been an ass, almost daring her to hit me.

      Guilt and a sense of responsibility weigh on me.  That’s why I’m letting her stay. It has nothing to do with the fact that all I can think about is that damn list of hers.
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      Delaney

      

      This whole trip is turning into one giant disaster. I came here to try and find myself, to create a new me, but the only thing I’ve managed to create is more trouble for myself.

      Cillian has been on the phone for half the day with his mechanic friend, and I know by the way he’s been acting that the news isn’t good.

      He let me borrow his laptop, and I made the mistake of Googling how much it would cost to replace the car. I didn’t think it was that bad until I did the conversion from euros to dollars. I have no idea how the hell I’m going to pay for it if it comes to that.

      Groaning, I shut the laptop on the kitchen table and bury my face in my hands. “I can’t believe how stupid I am. Who doesn’t get car insurance?”

      Me, apparently.

      “Have ye called yer family and let them know what’s going on?” Cillian asks, leaning against the counter, legs crossed, sipping from his mug.

      “No.” My parents would freak out if they knew what happened, and I don’t want to give them anything else to stress about.

      His lips pull down slightly, but thankfully he doesn’t ask me anything else. I’m already a damn charity case to him, I don’t need any more pity from him.

      “Go have a shower. Relax. There’s nothing else ye can do right now.”

      “Drink,” I mutter, nodding at the new bottle of whiskey on the counter beside him.

      He chuckles.

      “I’m serious.” I push my chair back and stand. I’ve never been much of a drinker, but right now there’s nothing I’d rather do than get wasted. “I know you don’t want to go to your friend’s engagement party, but I could really use a night out. Anything to take my mind off the fact that I’m probably going to be paying off a car I can’t even drive for the next ten years.”

      His expression changes, his blue eyes becoming stormy.

      “Maybe you could just drop me off?” I know I’m asking a lot. He’s already done more for me than most strangers would do.

      He grunts and places his mug on the counter, then crosses his arms over his chest in a defensive posture.

      “Please.” Begging isn’t something I’m proud of, but I need this. I need an escape from my reality, even if it’s just for tonight. “I may be back on a plane to Chicago tomorrow. You’re not going to let me go home without crossing at least one thing off my list.”

      Sure, it’s a bit manipulative, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

      His nostrils flare, gaze darkening, his expression unreadable. I’m sure he’s going to say no, but he surprises me when he lets out an exaggerated sigh and says, “Fine.”

      “Really?” Without thinking, I wrap my arms around his neck, hugging him.

      Even though I’ve felt it before, I’m not prepared for the heat that spikes through my body the instant I touch him. A blazing inferno that goes straight to my core.

      I start to pull away, but he captures my wrists, his blue gaze narrowing in on me. There it is again. That look. Hungry. Primal. The one that says he would devour me if I let him.

      Let him, my body begs.

      But my brain, always the realist, screams, He’ll destroy you.

      His fingers tighten and he leans in, his eyes studying me like he can read every thought, every fear going on inside my head.

      “Go.” The command is a low growl. He releases me, dropping his hands to his side. “Get ready. We’ll leave in forty-five minutes.”

      I nod and take a step back. “Thank you,” I murmur.

      “Ye said that already,” he says gruffly, shoving his hands in the pockets of his jeans.

      Ignoring the gruffness of his tone, I shrug. “Well, I am.”

      I leave him to the bottle of whiskey he’s already reaching for.

      After I shower, I go back to his bedroom to get dressed.

      It’s odd, but even though I know I’m one hundred percent screwed with the car, I can’t help but feel the tiniest bit of anticipation about going out tonight.

      Back home, I’d probably be sitting on the couch, eating a tub of Ben & Jerry’s, while binge-watching Netflix and feeling sorry for myself.

      But tonight, I’m having a real adventure.

      And the way I see it, I have one of two choices. I can either have an emotional meltdown about something I can’t change, or I can take advantage of my situation.

      Yeah, I’m single, jobless, broke, and probably close to financial ruin. But…I’m in freaking Ireland!

      I doubt I’ll ever be back here. I might as well enjoy what little time I have left.

      Maeve’s list sits on top of my suitcase. I pick it up, then sit on the edge of the bed and unfold it.

      I’ll never be able to complete the list now. Not without a car. But there are still a few things I can do. I drag my fingers over the words and sigh.

      Maeve added one final thing to the list the day she died. At the bottom of the page, bolded in black ink, she wrote, Find Your Happiness.

      It seems an impossible thing.

      I know the words were written for me, and not her. Like she knew she’d never do any of the things on her list.

      Even through her illness, Maeve never lost her joy or her passion. Her smile could brighten any room. She was happy. And not the fake happy that most of us try to muster to get through the day. No. She enjoyed the short amount of time she had here.

      God, I miss her.

      “Find your happiness.” I sigh, fold the paper, and put it down on the dresser. It’s probably the biggest challenge she gave me. But it’s one I’m going to try my best to accomplish, at least tonight.

      I open my luggage and pull out a pair of low-rise jeans and a black halter top, as well as my make-up bag and curling iron. I haven’t worried about my appearance since I’ve been here, but as I get ready, I spend a little extra time on my hair and make-up.

      When I open the door, the soft strumming of a guitar drifts down the hall. I’ve never heard the song before, but I know enough about music to know it’s an intricate pattern of notes that require skilled fingers.

      I lean against the doorframe and watch him. He must’ve changed when I was in the shower. He’s wearing ripped jeans and a gray t-shirt that’s snug enough to allow me to see the muscles beneath as they bunch and constrict when he moves. His hair has flipped forward, covering half his face, but I can still tell he’s lost in the music.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen him with his defenses down, his handsome face free of whatever burden he’s carrying.

      He finishes playing, and for a moment his gaze is distant, his fingers resting over the strings.

      “You’re good,” I say, coming into the room, not wanting to be caught gawking at him.

      He grunts and places the guitar on the couch beside him, then he glances up at me. His brows draw down immediately, and his mouth parts.

      I can’t read his expression as his gaze roams down my body and back up, but I see the way his jaw clenches and his nostrils flare.

      Self-consciously, I fidget.

      “I didn’t know what to wear. Is this not appropriate?”

      He swallows hard, then shakes his head and looks away. “Ye look fine.”

      It’s not the compliment I was hoping for.

      “I guess we might as well be getting this over with.” He stands and grabs his phone and keys from the coffee table, once again inflicted with a moroseness that’s almost contagious.

      Not tonight.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve felt anything but miserable.

      Tonight, that changes.

      Tonight, I’m going to cross off at least one of the things on Maeve’s list – hopefully, with Cillian.

      Even if it means using a little liquid courage to do it.
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      Cillian

      

      I swear the woman has been sent by the devil himself to tempt me.

      My cock is throbbing, and the way her jeans hug her curves, showing off her long legs, isn’t helping matters. If I don’t touch Delaney soon, I’m going to be a candidate for the asylum.

      I roll my shoulders and neck in an effort to relieve the tension building there.

      As soon as we arrive at the pub, Emer drags her away. They seem to click immediately, but the way they keep looking in my direction and giggling has my defenses up. But hell, they’re always up these days.

      I can feel the tension around me. Most people have kept their distance, and the ones that have approached seem to be walking on eggshells.

      Good. As long as everyone leaves me alone…

      I should never have agreed to come here tonight, but I swear I can’t say no to Delaney.

      Maybe I should just fuck her and get her out of my system. The way she looks at me, I know she’s begging me for it. But then, every time I touch her or get too close, I see the hesitation, the small traces of fear behind those hazel eyes.

      “Yer American seems to be having fun.” Aiden hands me a Guinness and slaps my back.

      I grunt at the impact.

      “She’s not my American.” I drain half the glass, not taking my gaze off her.

      Colin Murphy has been all over her for the past hour, his hand inching lower and lower down her back. And I know the look in his eyes – greedy lust.  But what’s really pissing me off is that Delaney seems to be enjoying his attention.

      Aiden chuckles. “Ye could’ve fooled me the way ye’ve been watching her.”

      I make a sound at the back of my throat. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit jealous. Not that I have any good reason to be. I’m letting her stay at my place, but that doesn’t mean I can say who she can or can’t flirt with. But I know Colin. I know exactly what he wants, and what he’s willing to do to get it.

      Colin leans over and says something to her. Whatever it is has her head tilting back as she laughs. His hand reaches out and brushes her cheek, causing her face to color slightly.

      Enough of this bullshit. If anyone’s going to be touching her tonight, it’ll be me.

      It takes me four long strides to close the distance between us.

      “It’s time to go,” I growl against her ear.

      I feel the small tremor that races through her body, but she does a damn good job at hiding it. She turns back to Colin.

      “We just got here.”

      Colin places his hand on her waist, and I see her flinch slightly, but she doesn’t do a damn thing about it.

      “I can drive her back later, if ye want to head out.” The grin Colin gives me has my fingers curling into fists. When he glances back at Delaney, his intent clear in his eyes, I know I’m seconds away from beating the shit out of him. “Unless ye want to come back to my place. Ye’re more than welcome to stay with me if ye’re already tired of this bastard.”

      If I had any claim on the woman at all I would take a swing at him, but I’m sober enough to know that I don’t. At least, not yet.

      I grip Delaney’s elbow and pull her off the stool.

      She lets out a small squeak, “Hey.”

      Ignoring her protest, I lead her to the back of the pub, in the hallway between the restrooms, where there are no eyes on us.

      “What are you doing?” She pulls out of my grip, staring up at me with a flash of fire in her eyes. But this time, the fire isn’t lust. It’s irritation.

      “No, what’re ye doing? Are ye looking for trouble?”

      “Maybe I am.” She tilts her chin up at me stubbornly. “Either way, it’s none of your business.”

      A growl rumbles in my throat, because I want it to be my business.

      “Is this about that damn list?”

      “Yes.” She looks up at me defiantly, almost daring me to take what I so desperately want. What we both want.

      When I don’t, she starts to walk away.

      I place my palm on the wall, stopping her. “Ye’re looking for a stranger to kiss, is that it? Or maybe it’s number twenty-two ye’re looking to cross off.”

      Red creeps into her cheeks, but she holds my gaze. “And if it is?”

      Her tongue darts out over her lips, drawing my gaze down to her perfect mouth.

      My body and brain war with each other. Hell, I can feel my balls drawing tight against the base of my shaft, my cock begging for freedom. I need to touch her. Kiss her. Be inside of her.

      Seconds go by. Long, intense, promise-filled seconds, until she lets out a small, frustrated noise.

      Her hands rise to my chest to push me away, but I don’t budge.

      “If you’re not…” She shakes her head, glancing away, and I swear she’s fighting back tears. Her voice is shaky when she says, “I need to do this.”

      “Ye need to kiss a stranger?” I place my palms on the side of her face, fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of her neck, and force her to look at me, trying to understand her motivation.

      “Yes.” The way she says it, like it’s paramount to her survival, stirs something possessive and primal inside me.

      Fuck. I can’t hold back any longer.

      I crush my lips against hers, groaning into her mouth when her lips part for me on a little whimper. Her body melts against me, hands going to my chest, fingers fisting in my shirt. She kisses me back with the same frantic need that drives me.

      It’s just a kiss, but the heat of it is consuming, melting the world around us, until there’s nothing but me and her.

      

      When I pull away, she’s breathless, her cheeks pink, and her eyes wide.

      Emotions I haven’t let myself feel in a long time stir in my chest, and I quickly suppress them. Whatever this thing is between us, it can only be physical, and I haven’t decided if that is even a good idea.

      As much as she’s trying to put on a show to prove otherwise, Delaney isn’t the one-night-stand type. No matter what her fucking list says.

      I drop my hands and breathe out roughly. “There. Satisfied? Can we go now?”

      She stares up at me, blinking. Stunned. It’s how I feel, too. Stunned by the things she stirs inside of me. I’ve just learned over the years how to hide my emotions behind a mask of irritation.

      Straightening her shoulders, she tilts her chin. “It doesn’t count.”

      I open my mouth, then shut it. When I open it again, I bark out, “Why the fuck not?”

      “You’re not a stranger. I know you.” She pushes past me. “It doesn’t count.”

      “Ye don’t know me, love,” I growl as I follow her, causing a few heads to turn in our direction.

      She stops quickly and turns back to me. “I know your name. And I know you’re arrogant and broody. You drive too fast, and if last night is any indication, you drink too much.”

      I grunt, dragging my hands through my hair. “Ye’ve got me all figured out, do ye?”

      Her lips twitch up slightly, but the sadness is back in her eyes. “I also know you’re hurting. I don’t know why, but I see it. It’s why you’ve got this whole shield around you, like you think the whole world is against you.”

      I catch Aiden watching us with a look of amused curiosity.

      Fuck.

      “Ye don’t know what ye’re talking about.”

      I hold her gaze, and I can see she wants to say more. Her eyes are so goddamn expressive, and I swear I can see every shredded piece of her heart as I look into those hazel depths.

      “Look.” She places her hand on my arm, her gaze now sober. “I like you. And I appreciate you letting me stay at your place until I figure my shit out. But I’ve had people telling me what to do my entire life. I don’t need one more. I’m going to have fun tonight. It’s something I haven’t let myself do in a really long time.”

      I exhale, slow and steady. I know she’s right, but there’s no chance in hell I’m leaving her here with Colin lurking in the shadows. She comes home with me.

      Hazel eyes watch me with wary arousal. God, that look nearly undoes me.

      “Fine. One hour. Then we leave.”

      Her face brightens. Her lips, still swollen from my kiss, curve up in a smile. “Thank you.”

      “Just don’t expect me to enjoy myself.”

      She laughs. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “And stay away from Colin.”

      She places her palm on my chest and goes up onto her toes, so that her lips are only a breath from mine. “As long as you promise to kiss me again later.”

      When she starts to move away, I grab her around the waist and whisper roughly in her ear, “I promise I’ll be doing a lot more than kissing ye tonight, sweetheart.”
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      Delaney

      

      Cillian’s hard gaze hasn’t left me, and even from across the bar, I can see the promise in his eyes.

      A shiver of anticipation races down my spine. Am I really going to sleep with him? I’ve never done anything so wanton in my life. But God, I want to.

      “I love Ireland.” My words are slurred, but I don’t care. For the first time in months, I’m actually enjoying myself. Plus, if I’m really going to do the things I’m thinking of doing, I’m going to need a couple more drinks to release the nerves knotting in my stomach.

      “How long are ye staying?” Emer asks, clinking her shot glass against mine.

      I shrug, because I really have no idea.

      All I can think about is the kiss.

      Cillian leans against the bar, watching me. Aiden is with him, and whatever he’s saying to him, has Cillian scowling.

      “How long have you known him?” I ask.

      Emer follows my gaze. “Cillian? All my life. That’s my brother there with him. Shane.” She nods at the dark-haired man that’s with Cillian and Aiden. Emer’s tone shifts, growing more heavy. “We all grew up together. But they’ve had–”

      The band starts playing a new tune, some sort of Irish folksong, and the room erupts in drunken voices.

      An older man wraps a thick arm around Emer’s waist and starts singing to her in a thick Irish brogue. She laughs and joins him.

      I grin, wishing I knew the lyrics. There’s a joy here that’s infectious. I know little about Irish history, but I know they’ve had their fair share of suffering, both as a country and as a people. But it’s clear it never broke their spirit.

      When I glance over at Cillian, he’s in a heated conversation with his two friends. For the first time all night, his gaze isn’t on me.

      I slide off my stool, but the second my feet hit the floor the room starts to spin, and beads of sweat break out above my upper lip. It’s hot in here, and I’m starting to regret that last shot of whiskey.

      “I’ll be right back,” I yell over the music to Emer. “I need to get some fresh air.”

      She gives me a small nod, and continues to belt out the old Irish folksong.

      

      
        
        She sighed and she swore that she never would deceive me.

        But the devil take the women for they never can be easy.

        With your whack fol the diddle day.

        Whack fol the diddle, oh whack fol the diddle.

        Oh, there's whiskey in the jar.

      

      

      

      I make my way to the front of the pub, trying my best to walk in a straight line. My stomach rolls, and I barely make it outside before I empty its contents into one of the bushes.

      I groan and place my forehead on the cool stone of the building.

      “Ye okay there?” A deep voice rumbles behind me.

      Running my tongue over my teeth, I close my eyes and pray that the world will stop spinning.

      “Fine,” I slur, stumbling when I push away from the wall.

      “Careful.” Large arms wrap around me, saving me from doing a nosedive into the bushes.

      When I glance up, two faces become one, and I’m struck by the familiarity of the eyes that stare back at me, even though I’m sure I’ve never seen the man before.

      Music blares out as the pub door opens.

      The man’s eyes jerk in that direction.

      I follow his gaze, wincing when I see Cillian standing there, his face red and eyes filled with rage.

      “Take yer fucking hands off her.”

      The stranger glances down, then releases me so quickly I almost lose my balance.

      Cillian moves so fast I’m not sure the other man even has time to react before his head is snapping back with the force of Cillian’s fist.

      Someone screams, and it takes me a moment to realize it’s me. “Stop!”

      “Fucking bastard!” Cillian yells, taking another shot, but this time the man ducks, and his own fist hits Cillian with an uppercut to his jaw.

      The other man gets in a few more good shots, but so does Cillian, and I’m pretty sure they’re going to kill each other.

      People pile out of the pub when someone notices the brawl.

      It takes four men, including Aiden and Shane, to pull them apart.

      “Get off me,” Cillian yells, shrugging Aiden and Shane away.

      “Just cool the fuck down,” Aiden says, standing between the men, one hand on Cillian’s chest.

      The other man spits blood, then wipes his mouth with his forearm, glaring at Cillian. “Ye really are a volatile bastard, aren’t ye, little brother?”

      “I have no brother,” Cillian lashes out, his words full of contempt.

      The man must be Owen. I see the resemblance now. Only he’s a bit taller, and his eyes are more gray than blue.

      “Get out of here,” Aiden says, turning to Cillian. “Before ye say or do something else ye’ll regret.

      Cillian sucks back his bloody lip, then spits. “Loyal to the end.”

      Aiden opens his mouth, then shuts it, shaking his head. “Go home.”

      “Fuck off. All of you.” Cillian turns and glares at me. “Are ye coming? Or are ye going to stay here with these bastards?”

      I suck in a shaky breath. The look in his eyes says he expects me to betray him as well. I give a small nod and follow him when he turns and starts walking to his car.

      Silence stretches between us on the ride home.

      My head is still swimming from the whiskey, stomach churning, and I have to clench my back teeth every time we go over a bump on the road.

      I have no idea what just happened, or why Cillian reacted the way he did. But it’s obvious that he and his brother had a serious falling out. It must be the reason for the tension between him and the other men as well.

      When we pull up to his house, Cillian gets out of the car and slams the door behind him, still not making eye contact with me.

      Inside, he stomps to the kitchen, pulling out a bag of frozen carrots, then grabs the bottle of whiskey. He takes a swig and hisses as the liquid hits his busted lips.

      He leans against the counter and places the carrots against his jaw, the bottle dangling from his other hand. His blue eyes are stormy, and yet almost vulnerable. Almost. He has too many walls up to ever let anyone close enough to be truly vulnerable.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/wildirishseriescollection.jpg






