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        Everyone has a price, even monsters.

        And it is usually paid out in blood and tears.

      

        

      
        I won’t be bought.

        But Keir Wilson needed a wife.

        He offered me an arrangement, which I refused.

         

        My mistake.

         

        Rich, powerful, and ruthless, the billionaire CEO took me anyway and forced me to marry him before ruining me in his bed.

        Now I am stranded on a private island with a monster in disguise, and I am his to do with as he pleases.

        I should hate his icy heart, but when a threat forces me into his arms, I am drawn to his protection and his dark desires.

         

        Only there is a problem.

        I have been promised to another.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Every year, in an undisclosed location, there is a gathering of British billionaires. The secret conference, it is rumored, is a concentration of wealth where the most powerful business moguls in the United Kingdom gather to participate in nefarious parties, plot global domination, and further social connections, all while striking multi-billion-dollar merger deals. It is whispered they are ruthless and evil. Monsters in the form of humans. They’ve been called the shadow world government. The lords of luxury. The billionaire kings. What is known is they consider themselves to be omnipotent and untouchable to any force.
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EVIE

        

      

    

    
      “Where the hell is she?” a deep voice traveled up the boarding stairs of the Airbus Corporate Jet.

      I ran my hand along the soft leather seat and frowned, turned off by the excess and extravagance of the private plane. Not just any corporate jet, it was the 319NEO equipped with a lounge, conference room, and private bedroom. It was, in essence, the cream of the crop of luxury travel. The whole thing reeked of privilege. And from the worked-up tone of the voice coming from outside, we were in for a hell of a time.

      I was only working the flight attendant job as a favor for my best friend, Claire, who came down with the flu and needed a last-minute replacement. Personally, dealing with private aviation and the stuck-up snobs who considered themselves better than everyone else was my version of a nightmare. I preferred my passengers on commercial airlines. However, Claire said it was only a short flight to Cabo San Lucas from Los Angeles, and the owner would put me up in a five-star resort until the return flight home in three days. Vacations were hard to come by with my busy schedule, and the thought of laying on the beach with my feet in the sand and a good book was irresistible.

      The man entered the plane, continuing his tirade. His British accent was thick with anger. “She’s not answering her fucking mobile.”

      I busied myself in the small kitchenette, hoping to stay out of his way. It had to be the owner Keir Wilson.

      “I don’t know, sir. I can’t get a hold of her either,” another man answered.

      He was traveling with his fiancée Margot for the weekend along with his personal assistant. The text Claire sent me regarding the client’s preferences foreshadowed the man’s arrogance in an ominous warning which she left in all capital letters. DON’T MAKE HIM MAD.  

      How did she know this, I wondered briefly? Had she made him angry? And if so, what did he do? 

      She assured me it would be an easy gig if I followed the rules. The arguing coming from the cabin area suggested otherwise.

      “What a fucking diva,” Simon whispered under his breath as he set a silver tray holding warm washcloths down on the counter.

      I gave him a smile. It was my first time working with him, but Claire said he was a good guy.

      The Brit’s rant got louder and closer. “Of all the bloody weekends. She decides to ditch me before the most important opportunity of my life. This could ruin my chance.” 

      “Oxford, perhaps?” I said to Simon, trying to place his accent. “But there’s a slight lilt, so maybe not.”

      “It sounds entitled to me,” Simon answered, dramatically rolling his eyes. He stepped aside quickly and bumped into me just as a dark-haired man passed. The man headed toward the cockpit, slamming open the door. Neither Simon nor I were about to stop him. It was obviously Mr. Wilson. Billionaire and finance extraordinaire, he was listed as one of the world’s wealthiest men and the UK’s hottest bachelor. That was until his engagement last month. I looked him up when Claire gave me the details of the trip. He was even more handsome in person. Tall and well-built with black hair, a strong jaw, and just enough of a shadow of a beard to make him appear a bit menacing. He was the Prince of Darkness in the flesh. “Did you get the new coordinates?” he asked the captain.

      “Yes, sir. We’re all clear for take-off. We should be there in about eleven hours.”

      Eleven hours?

      That couldn’t be correct. It was a three-hour flight to Cabo.

      “Let’s go then,” Keir barked, storming back to the VIP lounge.

      The pilot looked back at me along with his baby-faced co-pilot. “You can close the main door. We’re ready to depart.” Confused by the news, I turned to Simon to see if he knew about the change, but he was following Keir.

      “Are you his regular pilot?” I asked, a bit bewildered.

      “Yes. I’ve worked for Mr. Wilson for the past five years.”

      “Where are we going? I thought it was Mexico.”

      “Let me give you a piece of advice,” he said. “On private flights with this caliber of client, you don’t ask questions. This is his plane. We go where he wants to go. Now get the door.”

      “I just want to know where, so I can tell my family.”

      “Just do your job and stop asking questions.”

      The hair on my arms rose as my gut did a somersault. Something wasn’t right. I had every right to know where we were going? Damn Claire for getting me involved. She knew how protective my brothers were. I grabbed my purse from a cupboard and headed to the door. No one said I had to stay. The only locations eleven hours away were all on different continents, and not to mention Keir Wilson was an asshole. I froze when I got to the exit, staring down at the tarmac. The airstairs had already been retracted.

      Damn it.

      The control panel to lower them was on a wall to the right of me. It was one flip of a switch. My hand hesitated above the toggle.  

      “Is there a problem?” Keir snapped from his seat. “We’re in a hurry.”

      My heart leaped into my throat.

      “There’s no problem, sir,” Simon said, pulling the main door closed and lowering the control handle, locking us in. He glared at me and mouthed for me to start making drinks.

      I put my purse in the cupboard and returned to the kitchenette. My heart was racing as I quickly prepared Keir’s drink. A single malt neat. There was nothing I could do now. I grabbed a cocktail napkin before bringing it over to him and set the napkin and glass down on the marble table. The other man took a seat across from Keir and nodded at me. “I’ll have the same.”

      I returned to the kitchen area, poured another drink, and listened to the men. The plane began to taxi down the runway. Keir was back on his phone. “Where the hell are you? We’re taking off.”

      It was easy to surmise that he was talking to his fiancée, considering she wasn’t on the plane. “You know how much this weekend means to me,” he continued. “It only happens once a year. This is a chance of a lifetime for me.”

      Silence filled the cabin. I handed the other gentleman his drink, careful not to make eye contact.

      Keir hissed into his phone. “So that’s it. I thought we had an arrangement.”

      The plane began to pick up speed. I returned to the kitchen area and took a seat, fastening the seatbelt. Simon sat down next to me. “What the hell were you thinking?” he asked.

      “Do you know where we’re going?”

      “No, but it doesn’t matter as long as Mr. Wilson is happy.”

      “Of course, it matters. I would like to know where we’re going.” My stomach tightened with apprehension as the gentle purr of the engines turned into a roar, and the plane lifted off the ground. There was no turning back now. Maybe I was overreacting, but my instincts said otherwise, and they were rarely wrong.

      “Just serve the client, and it will be fine. I promise you,” Simon said. “I’m going to check on the pilots.”

      When the plane leveled off, I got up and sliced cucumber on a plate, adding a drizzle of olive oil and a dash of seasoning. Keir had ended the phone call and was yelling at the other man. “I can’t believe she fucking ditched me. What the bloody hell am I supposed to do now? I can’t show up alone.”

      I walked over as quietly as possible and set the cucumber on the table, backing up. Keir’s eyes bore into me. “Where’s Claire” he snapped.

      Shit.

      I started to turn, hoping he was asking the other gentleman. “I asked you a question. Where’s Claire?” he repeated.

      I looked back, catching a dark and menacing eye. “She has the flu. She asked me to cover her.”

      “Fuck.” His voice turned to ice. “There goes any backup plan.”

      Backup plan? 

      He pointed to the plate. “Did you put this on my cucumber?”

      “Y-yes,” I stammered, wiping my palm against my thigh. He was angry. I made him angry.

      “Did I ask you to do that?”

      I shook my head. “No, sir.”

      “You’re right. I didn’t. It’s meant to be a palate cleanser.”

      “I can make you a new plate,” I suggested.

      “Don’t bother.” He finished his drink in one gulp. “I’ll take another one of these,” he said, holding up the crystal tumbler.

      “Yes, sir.” Our fingers brushed during the exchange. It was like touching a charged wire, sending a flash of electricity up my arm. I caught his eye again, cold and heartless. This man was dangerous.  

      “Don’t add anything extra to it,” he barked.

      “Leave her alone, mate. Don’t take your bad mood out on her,” the other gentleman said.

      “I don’t pay you to tell me what to do, Alan.”

      “Yes, you do. I’m your assistant and solicitor. It’s my job to give you advice.”

      “So then, advise me on where to find another girlfriend?”

      With another whiskey in hand, I brought it over, setting it on the table. Keir continued to study me the entire time. I started to leave. “Stop,” he said.

      “Can I get you something else?”

       “Perhaps.” His eyes narrowed. “How tall are you?”

      “Five foot six.” I stood there feeling like a piece of meat as he slowly perused my body. 

      “You’re thinner than Margot, and your tits are practically nonexistent, but other than that, you’re about the same size. It could work.”

      A sinking feeling settled in my stomach as if the plane were falling. “What could work?”

      “You can fill in as my fiancée.”

      My mind was spinning. This was the backup plan. Claire would have filled in. She was gorgeous and curvy in all the right places and loved to flirt. Not me. Who did this guy think he was? “I’m, um, I’m afraid I couldn’t do that.” More like I wouldn’t do it. “I’m a flight attendant, not a girlfriend.”

      “I’ll make it worth your while,” he said. “Name your price.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have a price.” 

      “Everyone has a price.”

      “Not me,” I said quietly.

      “One hundred thousand dollars.”

      I almost choked. A hundred thousand dollars. That amount of money was life-changing. But I didn’t know this man, and from what I could tell and Claire’s cryptic warning, he was not to be messed with. I just wanted to go home.

      I looked him in the eyes. “I’m not for sale.”

      “Well, technically, you work for me.”

      “I don’t work for you. I’m just doing a friend a favor.”

      “Yes, but you signed a contract.”

      My stomach clenched. Claire did have me sign something on her computer, so I could be paid. I never read it, though. I bit my lip.

      “I thought so,” Keir looked over at his assistant. “Alan, have HR send me a copy of her contract. What’s your name?”

      I swallowed, realizing the predicament I had gotten myself into. I was on a plane with strangers, five men to be exact, and no one but Claire even knew I had agreed to this trip. My family thought I was working on a commercial flight to Mexico. “Where are we going?” 

      “I believe I asked you a question first,” he said, tapping a well-manicured finger on the table. It echoed the beating of my heart like a stick on a drum.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      “Where are we going?” I asked again. I was already sure I was fired. I bet no one spoke to this guy like I just did.

      “To a business meeting,” he answered coolly.

      “Where?”

      “To an undisclosed location. Only the pilot and I know. It’s kept top secret for a reason. Alan doesn’t even know.”

      His assistant shook his head in confirmation as he slid an iPad across the table. Keir glanced at the screen. “Well, Miss Evie Young. It appears you did sign a contract to work for me for the weekend.”

      “I quit,” I blurted out. “When we land, I’ll get a flight back to LA.”

      “One, you can’t quit. I forbid it. And two, we’re landing at a private airport. There are no commercial flights.” He turned the computer, so I could see the contract and my electronic signature. “Do you see the sentence where you agreed to other duties as assigned?”

      Fuck.

      “You can’t keep me here against my will,” I said.

      “Oh, but I’m afraid I can.”

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






KEIR

        

      

    

    
      Monsters live in all of us. Or so we think. Imaginary demons which rear their ugly heads when we are angry or desperate. For most, it is a turn of phrase. Or, for some, an excuse. But for me, it was the truth. The monster in me was real. I wasn’t talking about my arrogant or, what some called, my boorish behavior. No, the monster in me was alive and well and could strike at any time.    

      I looked at the young girl in front of me, baffled. Quite young, to be exact. Women usually threw themselves at me or at least my money. And no one ever spoke to me the way she just did. She was correct. I had no right to prevent her from leaving when we landed. But I needed a fiancée for the weekend, and there weren’t any other options between here and our destination.

      Damn Margot for leaving me in the lurch. She wasn’t even really my girlfriend. I needed to be in a relationship to dampen the rumors about my playboy lifestyle. We had an agreement. I provided her with a lavish lifestyle, and she, in return, attended events and functions with me and obliged me with the occasional fuck.

      Stupid Bitch.

      Despite this girl’s prickly attitude, I would eventually get her to agree. I never backed down from a challenge, and I always won.

      “What about your girlfriend?” she whispered. “I’m sure she wouldn’t want me pretending to be your fiancée.”

      “That arrangement is over.” I pushed the iPad over to Alan. “Make sure to cancel all Margot’s credit cards and put a freeze on her bank accounts. And I’ll need her out of her penthouse in a week, and the car returned.”

      “That’s you being a cunt,” Alan said.

      “No, that’s business. A contract is a contract.” 

      I tilted my head toward Evie. “We’ll need her to sign an NDA.”

      “I’m not signing anything,” she said.

      “That’s not an option. What you’ll see this weekend is very private. You won’t be able to talk about it to anyone.”

      “Then you’ll have to trust me because the last thing I’m going to do is sign another contract with you.”

      Alan laughed, and I shot him a dirty look. 

      “Trust you?” I shook my head. “I didn’t get this far in life trusting people. I will need your phone and your passport.”

      “No.” She folded her arms across her chest.

      God, what I wouldn’t do to throttle her. It was going to be a long weekend. I held out my hand. “No one is allowed phones this weekend, not even me, and it’s for your safety if I hold on to your passport. I’ll keep it locked up.”

      She frowned but consented and went to a cabinet in the kitchen area; taking out her purse, she handed me the items. I put them both in my suit pocket. “Good girl. You see, you can listen. Now at least, we seem to have reached some kind of understanding.”

      “There’s no understanding. I’ve agreed to nothing. What you’re doing is kidnapping.”

      I laughed. “Hardly kidnapping.” Her phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and looked at it. Five missed calls from Patrick Young. I held it up, so she could see the screen. “Who’s Patrick?”

      Her eyes shifted from the screen to me, then back to the screen. “Um, he’s my brother. He’ll be worried about me. He’s rather protective.”

      “Five calls. That seems a bit excessive.”

      She straightened her shoulders. “He tracks my fights. He’ll have realized we’re not headed to Mexico.”

      Bloody hell.

      I shook my head. “Why?”

      “I told you he’s protective.”

      I looked her up and down. Was she even worth the trouble? Because that is what she was going to be. Trouble with a capital T. I spent the past year grooming Margot to be the perfect socialite. She was everything high society expected her to be, from her perfect body to the clothes she wore to her impeccable decorum. At least, that’s what I thought. This girl looked like she had just rolled out of bed. It wasn’t that she wasn’t beautiful. She was actually quite striking with her high cheekbones, full lips, and dark green eyes. She just didn’t seem polished or refined.

      Her phone buzzed again. The last thing I needed was her face plastered all over the American news channels because of a worried brother.

      “Find out what you can about Patrick Young,” I told Alan. I put the phone down on the table. “Not a word about what is happening, or you’ll never work as a flight attendant again,” I warned, pressing the accept button.

      “What’s going on, Eve,” her brother’s voice said over the speaker.

      “Um, nothing. I’m just working. It’s busy, so I can’t really talk.”

      “I thought you were going to Cabo?”

      “Things changed.” Her bottom lip began to quiver.

      “What do you mean things changed?” he said. “Where are you? I only agreed to let you take this job as long as I knew where you would be.”

      “Patrick-”

      I took the call off speaker, not trusting she wouldn’t say something. “Mr. Young, my name is Keir Wilson, and I apologize for any confusion.”

      “Who the hell are you? And where’s Evie?”

      “As I said, my name is Keir Wilson of Wilson International Commerce. Evie is working a private flight for me, and there was a change in the location, which she was unaware of.”

      “Keir Wilson, as in the owner of the Aston Martin Formula One Team?”

      “One of my many endeavors.”

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” her brother said.

      “I don’t know about that,” I laughed. “Do you follow the race?”

      “Yes.”

      I had my hook.

      Fucking wanker. 

      “Then I’ll have to get you an all-access pass for a race of your choice. You can sit in the pit with the team. Consider it a thank you for your sister’s service.”

      “That’s too much,” Patrick said.

      “It’s my pleasure. Your sister was kind enough to fill in for a sick friend.”

      “Thank you. Can I speak to her? I just want to find out where you’re headed and ensure she gets there safely.”

      “Unfortunately, she is unavailable at the moment, but I can promise I will have her back on Monday. As for our destination, I hope you understand my need to be cautious. Keeping the team’s location private until the next race is imperative.”

      “Oh, um, no, I understand. Tell Evie I love her and to please be careful.”

      “I will. I appreciate your understanding Mr. Young.” I hung up.

      “What did he say?” the lass asked. “He won’t be okay with not knowing my location.”

      “He sends his love,” I said, smiling. “And I told you everyone has a price. Apparently, his is auto racing.”

      “I still won’t agree to be your fiancée,” Evie said, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Alan pushed the iPad back toward me again. I quickly scanned it.

      “Your brother owns a restaurant. It seems it’s not doing well.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “He laid off most of his staff last year.”

      “That’s private information,” she said smartly.

      “Nothing is private if you have enough money and power. As for your brother’s restaurant. I can get him a review in the Los Angeles Times. I know the food editor.” I finished my whiskey, setting down the glass.

      “Those are impossible to come by.” 

      “Not if you’re me,” I said, planting my next hook. “Of course, you and I would have to come to an agreement.” 

      She looked down at her hands, weighing her options no doubt, the line between her brows growing. “Fine.”

      “See, that wasn’t so hard,” I said smugly. “Alan, write up a contract. It appears Evie, and I have a deal.”

      “I already told you I’m not signing some fucking contract.”

      My mouth curved into a smile. “Fucking. Interesting choice of adjective. Perhaps not the contract, but I assure you there will be fucking this weekend.”

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






EVIE

        

      

    

    
      My face flamed with heat at his callous suggestion. What had I just agreed to? It was true. My brother’s business was failing, and it didn’t involve just him but my other two brothers, Colin and Sean. They inherited the restaurant after my father died. My father had just about run it into the ground, taking out massive loans against it. Slowly my brothers had been trying to rebuild it into the success it had been when my mother was alive. I owed them this chance. The review could turn everything around, plus it would benefit me too. If they hired more people, I could stop working as a hostess and focus on my own career. Possibly even return to university.

      “You should go and lie down in the bedroom. It will be a long day tomorrow when we arrive,” Keir said. “There’s a bag in there with clothes in it.”

      “I’m not wearing your girlfriend’s clothes,” I said, disgusted.

      “They’ve never been worn. They were picked out for this trip by a stylist. You’ll be thankful for them.”

      “In case you forgot, I’m still working.”

      “Not anymore. The other attendant will manage just fine.”

      I turned and headed to the back of the plane, where the bedroom was located. Simon stopped me in the rear galley. “A hundred thousand dollars. Not bad,” he said.

      “I’m pretty sure that is off the table.”

      “Christ, if he swung the other way, I would have fucked him for less.”

      “He’s a complete douche, and you’re an idiot.” I opened the bedroom door, slamming it behind me. 

      The bag was sitting on the end of the bed. I picked it up and threw it on the ground. The small act of rebellion soothed my rattled nerves. There was a small porthole on the wall beside the bed. I went over and looked out. A blanket of clouds carpeted the space below us, and the pale blue sky was awash in hues of orange and pink. Sunset was coming, and it would be dark soon, which meant only one thing. We were headed east. I shut the cover on the window and picked the bag up off the floor. There was no point putting off the inevitable. I had made a deal. I unzipped it and pulled out a cream-colored silk nightgown. The feel of it was luxurious, and I knew it cost more than I probably made in a month. I took off my uniform and laid it on a chair in the corner, then took my hair down from the bun on top of my head, letting it cascade down my back.

      The door burst open, and Keir walked in.

      I picked up the slip and held it to my bare chest, the thin material nothing more than a sheer veil of protection between us. “Excuse me,” I yelled. “You could have knocked.”

      “It’s my room.”

      “I’m changing,” I said, lowering my voice.

      “So?” His brow arched as he perused my body slowly. 

      “So, turn around,” I said between clenched teeth. I wore only a lace thong. He would see my entire bottom if I walked to the bathroom.

      “You can’t be that much of a prude,” he said, walking over to me. “We’ll be sharing a room and a bed for the next couple of days.” He reached out and pulled the slip from my grip. I quickly covered my chest with my arms.

      “I’m, um, I’m-”

      “Oh God, please don’t tell me you have a bloody boyfriend who will beat me up for this.”

      My mind went to Cormac Sullivan. He was a friend of my brothers from the restaurant. They insisted I give him a chance, and I had been on a few dates with him. He was one of the few men they approved of. “Well, kind of,” I said, hoping this would put him off.

      “I could give a fuck about a ‘kind of’.” He grabbed my wrists, pulling my arms down. Heat flooded my cheeks. “You shouldn’t cover yourself. You’ve got a beautiful body.”

      “I’m not going to sleep with you,” I blurted out. 

      He laughed. “First of all, I don’t sleep with women. I fuck them. In case you haven’t figured it out, I’m not some romantic hero. And secondly, we will fuck if I want to fuck. You may even find that you want to.” He let go of my arms and ran a finger down my cheek. I flinched, stepping back. “Right now, though, we need to come to an understanding. I can’t have you jumping or grimacing each time I touch you, which will be necessary when we are in public if we are going to make this work.” He walked me backward until my spine was flush with the wall, then he took my wrists in one hand and held them above my head. Leaning in, he whispered in my ear. “You’ll have to get used to my touch. Remember our deal.”  

      A chill ran down my spine. I nodded. My heart was pounding in my chest, and my throat had gone dry. His lips brushed mine softly. A throbbing in my sex took root, spreading throughout my core. He deepened the kiss, taking my mouth in his as he forced it open with his tongue. A soft moan escaped me. I was having trouble thinking and was unable to gather my thoughts. His free hand cupped my breast, and I felt his cock thick and hard against my stomach. My skin tingled with a mild current as goosebumps erupted over me. His thumb brushed over my nipple. I jerked back and wrenched my arms from above my head, stepping away to the side. 

      “Not so bad,” he said. “You show promise.” He turned, chuckling, and headed into the bathroom.

      I slid the night dress over my head, adjusted the thin straps, and crawled into bed. I couldn’t have said no if I wanted to. He had rendered me speechless. My body, more traitorous than I thought possible, had been manipulated with the touch of his hand. And for the first time in my life, I understood what fear really felt like. Next time I would have to be stronger. I had kissed Cormac several times, but he never elicited that response. Keir walked out of the bathroom stark naked. I flipped over, cocooning myself in the blankets as he got in next to me. 

      “You should be scared of me,” he said, his voice low and thick. “I’m a fucking monster.”

      “Is that a warning?” Because if it was, it was pointless. I would be a fool not to be.

      “No, it’s just the truth,” he said, matter of fact, yet I noticed a hint of resignation in his voice. “Don’t mistake sexual energy for feelings. I have a black soul. I always have, and I always will.”

      I waited for him to continue, but instead, the sounds of deep, slow breathing took hold as slumber embraced him. However, sleep eluded me as my mind raced with dark, ominous thoughts.

    

  







            Chapter Four

          

          

      

    

    






KEIR

        

      

    

    
      I carefully tucked my silver amulet under my shirt and slid the knot on my gray silk tie up to my collar until it was snug, then put on my suit jacket and adjusted the sleeves. Today was single-handedly one of the most important days of my life. There was no room for errors. No room for the demon to surface. 

      Alan lounged on the sofa in the main cabin drinking coffee, his dress shirt wrinkled from sleeping in it. “Having morning after regrets?” he asked sarcastically.

      “Fuck off.” I sat down in a chair opposite him.

      The steward came by. “Can I get you a coffee?”

      “Tea.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s not too late to call Margot. We can have her here by tomorrow morning,” Alan suggested. I didn’t miss the note of longing in his voice that he tried to hide.

      “No, I told you that is over.”

      “All she ever wanted was a little affection from you,” he said. 

      Alan was one of my best mates and one of the few people I trusted. I knew how he truly felt about Margot. “That’s not how it was between us. I never gave her any false hope. A contract is a contract.”

      The steward returned with a tray, pouring my tea from a china teapot into a cup. “Would you like milk or sugar?”

      “Just a splash of milk.”

      He handed me the cup and saucer, and I inhaled the fruity scent of bergamot and orange, taking my first sip. 

      “I don’t know why you need a fiancée anyway,” Alan continued. “You’ve cleaned up your reputation.”

      Alan knew about the secret society, Circle of Kings, that I belonged to, but that was about all. I had signed a million-pound, rather draconian style, nondisclosure agreement in order to ensure the group’s privacy. I laughed. I had signed way more than an NDA. I had sold my soul for a spot in the circle, and they made sure I would never forget my promise by cursing me with the retched monster that lived inside me. But it was worth it. This weekend I was about to become Grand Master of the society. And as Grand Master, I would be entitled to an even bigger prize.

      Bilderberg.

      An elusive and very exclusive meeting of American and European elites. I would be one of the United Kingdom’s representatives. There was only one hitch. In order to be Grand Master, I needed a wife. It was an archaic rule in the Circle of Kings’ constitution, which would be changed as soon as I was the leader. “I don’t expect you to understand, but I just do.”

      “And you expect that young lass to do it?”

      “Trust me, it’s not ideal,” I said, taking another sip of my tea.

      “This group will eat her alive.”

      “Let’s hope not.” Actually, I didn’t disagree with him. They would eat her alive. Starting with the fact that she was an American and ending with the fact that she didn’t possess the correct social pedigree. Class consciousness was woven into British national identity. They tolerated me only because I had amassed a fortune that outdid any of their inheritances. My companies alone could squash any of theirs into submission. This girl’s mouth alone was a liability. 

      Speaking of the insolent lass, she came out of the bedroom. I set my cup down. Dressed in a burgundy cashmere sweater with a matching pleated skirt and black suede boots, she actually looked quite stunning. She had pulled her long dark hair back into a sleek ponytail.

      This may work, after all.

      She bypassed Alan and me and headed straight for the galley, where she poured herself a cup of coffee. 

      “Sit down,” I said. “Let the flight attendant get it for you.”

      “I can get it myself.”

      “No, you can’t. Where we are going, there will be staff to help you. People will question if you do things for yourself. Let him get it for you.”

      “He has a name. It’s Simon,” she said rudely. “Fucking prick.”

      I instantly took back my thought that this could work and got up, heading into the galley. Simon hurried out of the way. I took the cup from her hand and set it down, leading her to one of the chairs. “Sit,” I barked.

      Surprisingly, she listened. Putting a hand on each armrest, I boxed her in, bringing my face within inches of her. “Let’s get one thing straight, lass,” I hissed. “I can take as easily as I give. If you want your brothers to have a good review, you will start doing as you’re told. Do you understand?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Yes.”

      “And you’ll watch that tongue of yours. High-class girls don’t use foul language.” 

      The captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker. “Gentlemen, please prepare for landing.” I sat beside her and fastened the seat belt, pulling a black velvet box from my pocket. For Christ’s sake, I was used to women throwing themselves at my money. This girl was an absolute anomaly.

      “Here,” I said, handing her the box. “I need you to wear this, and if you’re a good girl this weekend, you can keep it.”

      She looked at me suspiciously but flipped open the lid. Inside was a five-carat Radiant cut diamond ring. Perfect in every way- brightness, fire, and scintillation. She handed it back to me. “I can’t wear that,” she said, disgusted.

      “You can, and you will.”

      “I refuse to support an industry that gives way to serious human rights violations through forced labor, torture, and other abuses.”

      “It’s not a fucking blood diamond. The UN has put in policies and regulations to prevent that.”

      “And you’re naïve enough to think those policies are upheld. Do some research. The atrocities associated with diamonds still occur, and regulations aside, most jewelry companies don’t know where their diamonds come from.” She took a silver band from her right hand and switched it to her left ring finger. “I’ll wear this.”

      It was a fucking Claddagh ring engraved with a heart, crown, and two hands, a sentimental trinket symbolizing love, loyalty, and friendship. “No one would believe I gave you that. It can’t cost more than twenty pounds. My guests won’t give a fuck about your cause. They’ll expect a proper ring.”

      “You’re pathetic, and you didn’t strike me as someone who cared what people thought.”

      “Enough,” I yelled, grabbing her face in my hand. She had hit a nerve. She was right. I normally didn’t care what people thought. I wouldn’t be where I am today if I did, but this weekend was different. They would be looking for anything that looked amiss with this engagement.

      Her eyes were round with fear, but she didn’t back down. Instead, she pushed my hand away. “The way I see it, we both get to negotiate the terms of our agreement. This is a hard line for me.”

      I smiled wickedly. “You have to have a contract to negotiate terms, but if we did, are you sure you want that to be your hard line,” I said, running my thumb across her bottom lip.

      She looked down at the ring, clearly understanding my meaning. “Yes.”

      I brought my mouth down on hers hard, plunging my tongue into her. This time I would show her no mercy. This time she would remember who was in charge when she tried to play her silly games. A soft sigh caught in her throat as I slowly ran her lip between my teeth. My mind wandered at the innocent sound, and I was shocked to find myself wondering who gave her the silver ring and what it meant to her.
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      The jolt of the tires on the runway announced our arrival as the plane skidded to an abrupt stop. I looked down at my ring and thought of my mother. I hoped I could conjure an ounce of her strength. I had won this battle for now, but I knew Keir wouldn't let me win another one. His retribution would be swift. 

      Simon handed me a burgundy coat and black gloves, watching me put them on. "Will you call Claire and tell her where we are when you find out?" 

      "I can't," he answered. "They took our phones, and we are being taken to a private house where we have to stay for the weekend."

      "Did Claire know this was going to happen?" I asked, hating myself for thinking she would set me up.

      "No. Nobody knew. Just do as he asks, and it will be fine."

      "That's easy for you to say."

      I picked up the black Channel clutch off the table.

      "Evie, it will be okay," he repeated, squeezing my shoulder.

      I nodded. Keir was waiting for me at the exit, and he took my hand, holding it tighter than necessary as we descended the stairs. Nothing could save me now. Whatever was going to happen lay ahead of me, and there was no point looking back. Outside, the wind blew in strong gusts, cutting through the thick wool of my coat. I looked around, trying to get my bearings. Keir was right. The airport was nothing more than a building with a runway no longer than a thousand feet. Three black helicopters stood off in the distance. 

      My heart sank when we reached the bottom, and two men wearing black suits and trench coats met us and led us over to them. This, unfortunately, wasn't our final destination.

      "Mac, this is my fiancée, Evie Young," Keir said, introducing me to the older gentleman. "Evie, this is my bodyguard Mac." 

      Mac gave me a bow with his head. "Nice to meet you, lassie." Lass. Keir had called me that on the plane. I almost forgot about it until this gentleman spoke. He was Scottish. That would explain the slight lilt I detected earlier. The length of the flight would match up with Scotland. 

      "And this is Brendan," Keir continued with the introductions. I smiled at the young man, placing him close to my age. He just nodded.

      "You and Evie will be in the first bird with me. Alan and Brendan will follow in the second," Mac explained. "And the third will have luggage."

      "Very good. The sooner we leave, the better. The others will be arriving soon enough," Keir said. He helped me into the helicopter. I fastened the harness while he checked my straps and handed me a headset before getting in himself. The captain announced our takeoff, and soon we were lifting off. I looked out the window. Below us lay a small village on the ocean's edge, with small farms dotting the landscape. No large city was to be found. If we were in Scotland, we would only be for a short time as we were headed out over the ocean. A large flat slab reef could be seen with heavy barreled waves forming perfect tubes until they crashed toward the shore. The farther we got, the more despair I felt until no land could be seen. I looked at Keir, but his face was like stone, giving nothing away.

      Soon he was pointing to something out in the distance. "Look, it's the archipelago."

      "What's an archipelago?" I asked, not familiar with the term.

      "It's a group of islands. There's over seventy of them in this group."

      "Is this where we're going?" Clear turquoise ocean surrounded the different islands, each with its own unique land mass ranging from tranquil farmland to sandstone cliffs and pebbled beaches. It was stunning, and I almost forgot for a second that I was being forced into this situation.

      "No," he said bluntly. "It's not."

      We traveled for more than an hour until we came upon another group of islands, and I felt the helicopter slowly drop in elevation.

      "There it is," Keir said, pointing to an island off his left. It was large, and there was a rise on the south side where sheer cliffs plunged into the ocean. The north side was comprised of sandy beaches, hidden coves, and two different docks. A stream cut through the middle like a vicious scar, and in the center sat a castle. It was close to there that the helicopters landed. 

      "Welcome to Dorcha," Keir said, helping me out. "My island."

      "Your island?" I said, in awe at the sheer beauty of it. 

      "Aye, my island."

      Three black Land Rovers were waiting for us, and we got in the first one. "What does Dorcha mean?" I asked.

      "Dark," he said. "It's a rare day the sun shines here."

      Dark island. He was right. Black and gray clouds shaded the land in dramatic shadows, giving the island an almost monochromatic feel. "It seems aptly named. Is this your ancestral home?"

      "Hardly," he sneered as his eyes turned to Onyx. "My mother was a heroin addict. And my father is what you Americans call a deadbeat."

      "Oh," I said, a bit surprised. I had assumed he had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. He spoke with a perfect upper-crust English accent except for the occasional use of the Scottish terms aye or lass. I studied linguistics in college before I had to drop out. I had an ear for languages.

      "Does that shock you?" he asked.

      "No." I felt the blood rise in my cheeks and was embarrassed that he could read my face so easily. "It's, um, it's just that your English is so perfect."

      "I would hope so. I studied at Cambridge, and I worked hard to leave any traces of Glasgow and my past behind." We pulled up in front of the castle. Keir stopped me before getting out. "Do not fuck this up for me, or there will be consequences." 

      "What if someone asks me questions. I know nothing about you."

      "Easy enough. We met through our mutual friend Claire and will marry in four months. Anything else, just smile. This group cares about one thing and one thing only. Money. They won't bother getting too personal with you."

      Impressive stone steps led up to the entrance of the Gothic mansion. Gargoyles and intricately carved green-men sat perched atop the pointed arches and flying buttresses. It was eerie and a feeling of gloom surrounded it. Keir took my hand as we climbed them. At the top, his staff was lined up by the massive wooden door. A gentleman in a black three-piece suit and bow tie approached us. "Mr. Wilson."

      “Niles this is my fiancée Evie Young.” 

      Any shock on his face was quickly replaced with a thin smile. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Young."

      "Niles is my butler. He will help you if you need anything during our stay."

      "Thank you, Niles," I said politely.

      "Would you like me to put Miss Young in the blue room? I can have her clothes transferred there."

      "Miss Young will be in my room. Please have the clothes from the blue room and any of our current luggage transferred there."

      "Yes, sir."

      Keir tucked my arm into him, whispering in my ear. "And so, it begins."

      A tiny ball of panic rose up inside me, and I felt like a damsel in distress who had been captured by the evil dragon. Only this dragon was in the form of a very handsome man with a dark heart and an even blacker soul, and he was about to devour me with his threats and contracts.

    

  







            Chapter Six

          

          

      

    

    






KEIR

        

      

    

    
      Dorcha Hall was positioned on the rise with a panoramic view of the ocean. The original part of the castle dated back to the seventeenth century. I spent the past two years renovating it and adding to its impressive grandeur. The end game was now, and these guests would eat up the opulence.

      Bilderberg was mine.

      The whole mansion was arranged over three floors. I dropped Evie's hand as we entered the Great Hall. She walked over to the massive stone-arched fireplace, taking in the full-height stained glass windows and ornately carved mahogany ceiling panels.

      "What kind of business meeting takes place in a castle on a private island?" she questioned. The pale light through the window caught her face, haloing her in a crown of silver rays. She really was beautiful, and her moan from earlier resonated through me like a siren song.

      "The important kind."

      "Is this for one of your companies?" She ran her hand lightly over the mantle. "Like a bonding retreat."

      I chuckled. 

      How bloody American.

      "It's for the United Kingdom," I said.

      "That sounds serious," she mocked.

      "It is."

      Alan came in. "The others have been picked up. They will be here shortly."

      I looked at my watch. It was old and cheap and the only thing I still owned from my past. A reminder of where I'd come from. "Good," I said. "It gives me time to prepare. Will you take Evie up to my room?"

      "Actually, I think I'll go for a walk and get some fresh air," she said.

      "I don't want you outside alone, especially when helicopters will be landing."

      "I'll go down by the water. I doubt they will be landing there."

      "No," I said. "You'll stay inside."

      Her eyes hardened, and her brow arched as she headed toward the door. I stopped her before she got there, grabbing her by the arm. "Let go of me," she said, struggling to break free.

      "For Christ's sake, Keir," Alan said. 

      "Quiet." My voice reverberated through the room. "Alan, go find Brendan and Demi and send them to my room."

      "So, not only am I your fiancée, but apparently, I'm also your prisoner," she said as I led her up the spiral staircase and down the hall to my room. The laird's room. Soon to be the Grand Master's room. I opened the door and pushed her in, closing it behind me.

      "If that's what you want to be." The image of her handcuffed to my bed flashed in my mind, and I felt my cock shift. "In fact, I quite like the idea. You can think of me as your warden."

      "Fuck off."

      "You know what you are?" I walked over to her. "You're a wild card, and I don't trust you. I've already warned you about your language."

      "You're a narcissistic pig, and I definitely don't trust you," she snapped back. "And you're wrong. You should trust me because I'm probably the only person who has ever had the guts to tell you the truth."

      "There's been another," I said coolly.

      "And how did that work out for her."

      "I found her dead one morning." 

      Her face paled, but at least I shut her up. I backed her up against a gold tapestry on the wall. "I warned you that you should be scared of me," I said, running my finger over her cheek. "I'll do whatever I need to get what I want."

      Her breath hitched, and I seized the opportunity to lean in and kiss her. Her lips parted expectantly.

      "Naughty girl," I said, taking her face in my hands. My body buzzed with a frisson I hadn't experienced for a while. Maybe it was her insolent mouth or perhaps the innocent fear I sensed in her, but I fucking wanted her.

      I took her mouth in mine, showing no restraint. There would be no doubt in her mind who was in charge when I was finished. A soft cry left her, and my cock sprung to attention as I continued my assault.

      A knock on the door interrupted us. "Fuck," I said, dropping my hands before yelling, "What?"

       No one answered. Evie stood there, her cheeks flushed and her full lips plump and bruised. She was every inch the ruined rose I wanted her to be. Shameful desire was written across her face in haunted disgrace. "Try not to look so guilty. It was just a kiss," I warned, opening the door.

      Brendan and an elegant woman with a long black ponytail stood on the other side. "Demi, come in." I motioned with my arm for her to enter. "Brendan, I want you to stand guard. No one is to enter or leave the room except for myself. Do you understand?"

      "Yes, sir," the young man said.

      I shut the door. "Evie, this is Demi, your stylist. Demi, this is my fiancée Evie Young."

      "She doesn't look like the girl in the photos you sent me," the woman said in a heavy French accent.

      "No, I suppose not."

      "The clothes I picked won't work," she said, setting down a leather bag and case. "She won't be able to pull them off. She doesn't have the right figure."

      "Well, you'll have to make them work. We don't have any other choice."

      I walked over to Evie taking her chin between my thumb and fingers. "Be a good girl, darling," I said. "Or else."

      I gave her a chaste kiss on the forehead and then left.
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        * * *

      

      I set the file down on my desk and finished my whiskey. Currently, there are one hundred and seventy-seven billionaires in the United Kingdom. This weekend the top five richest would be here (actually six, but the Patels were twins, and their trust was considered one unit.) By requirement, all four of the constituent countries were represented in the Circle of Kings –England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. I had been a part of the secret society for the past five years. However, this was my first year hosting the event, as now, my fortune outnumbered any of the other members by at least ten billion. The position of Grand Master was mine by right, and now that I had secured myself a fiancée, nothing would prevent me from achieving my goal.

      The other members had arrived throughout the afternoon and would be gathering in the Great Hall soon. Sir Leonard Payne, the oldest member, and current Grand Master, and his girlfriend, Lily Harlow, arrived from Edinburgh. The twins Akshay and Kavish Patel and their wives Meera and Sita were from London. Rhys Hughes was our only current Welshman, and newcomer Aidan O'Donnell was from Northern Ireland. A diverse and somewhat motley crew, we were the most influential men in Britain and the most notorious.

      "The cocktail party will be starting soon," Alan said. "I'll go greet the guests while you get Evie."

      I looked at my watch and adjusted the cufflinks on my dress shirt. Somehow the lass had gotten under my skin. I had managed up to this point in my life to keep business before anything else. I had no other choice. Now on one of the most important weekends of my life, I found myself thinking of a girl. And a rude, unhelpful one at that. Maybe it was because I had never had a woman who was not only unimpressed but downright judgmental of my wealth and my power.

      Bloody hell, myself, for that matter.

      Or maybe I just needed to fuck her and get her out of my system. Either way, I had to remain focused on the purpose of tonight.

      Bilderberg.

      And I wouldn't let some lass get in the way. Plus, there were other worries.

      Other things that needed to be controlled.

      Darker ones.
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      Demi finished the last stitch on the hem of the gray satin dress and stood back, admiring her work in the mirror. She had curled my hair and applied some makeup, emphasizing my green eyes. Even I had to admit that I felt quite lovely in the dress.

      “I didn’t think it would work, but it actually suits you better than-” Demi stopped herself. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, feeling the heat in my cheeks. The dress had a plunging neckline. “I know I’m not as well-endowed as Margot.”

      “It looks better on you,” Demi said. “It suits your classic looks. She would have cheapened the dress.”

      The door opened, and Keir walked in, startling the both of us. He stood there staring with his mouth slightly agape. 

      “Is everything alright,” Demi asked.

      “Aye, of course,” he answered, regaining his composure. “I wasn’t sure you would be ready, that’s all. The guests are downstairs.”

      Demi handed me a gray bespoke clutch. “Good luck,” she whispered.

      “Thank you.”

      Keir took my arm, tucking it into his, and we started down the hall. “You look bonnie.”

      It might have been the first nice thing he said to me, and the same tightening in my sex that I felt when he kissed me took root. “Thank you. You look very handsome.” His dark gray eyes softened. No longer harsh and stern.

      “Perhaps we can go into tonight with a truce,” he suggested. “Work together to help each other.”

      “Work together?” I was confused by my conflicting emotions. Just because my body reacted to him with unbridled enthusiasm didn’t mean he was a good guy. I reminded myself that he was just using me. “While you hold me against my will.” 

      The lines around his eyes hardened. “No, work together so we both get what we want tonight.”

      “And what is it you want?” I asked. “Besides a fiancée.”

      “Trust me, I don’t want a fiancée. I’m getting forced to have one. What I want is much bigger.”

      “And that is?”

      He stopped and pulled me into an alcove at the top of the stairs. “A seat at the table.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means if you fuck this up for me, there will be hell to pay.”

      Alarm raced down my spine and settled into a pit in my stomach. I knew he would show me no mercy.

      He put his hand on the small of my back, and we continued down the staircase, stopping just before we reached the bottom. The guests were already assembled in the Great Hall with cocktails in hand, and a hush fell over the room.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, for those of you who do not know me, my name is Keir Wilson, and I want to welcome you to Dorcha Isle. May you treat it as your home for the next few days. This beautiful woman standing next to me is my fiancée Evie Young.” Niles handed him a bottle of Louis Roederer Cristal and a saber. He took the items and ran the blade of the sword down the bottle’s seam in an elaborate fashion, slicing off the cork in one fluid stroke. Niles took the bottle and poured it into two crystal flutes, handing us each a glass. “I would like to make a toast,” Keir continued, holding up his glass. “To the Circle of Kings. May this be a prosperous weekend. A regibus intus potential jacet.”

      “A regibus intus potential jacet,” the men repeated, drinking.

      I took a sip of the champagne. It was cool and crisp and tickled as it went down my throat. 

      “Come,” Keir said to me. I took his hand as he led me into the room. Whispers circulated amongst the crowd, along with a few side-ways glances.

      “Sir Leonard,” he said, stopping in front of an elderly gentleman. “May I introduce my fiancée Evie.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” he said, kissing the top of my hand. “Though you said fiancée, not wife.”

      I resisted the urge to wipe my hand on the side of my dress.

      “The wedding is in four months,” Keir answered.

      “Why the delay?” Sir Leonard looked over at me.

      “It was the only time our families were available,” I said, hoping my answer was sufficient. I wasn’t used to lying and glanced at Keir, but he remained unruffled.

      “Interesting, since this bastard has no family.” The older man ran his hand over his tightly trimmed goatee. “Wilson, a moment alone, please.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Keir said to me.

      I walked over to the couch and sat down. A handsome man with sandy brown hair and clear blue eyes approached me. “Can I get you a fresh drink?” he asked.

      “Thank you.” He took the empty glass from my hand, depositing it on a nearby server’s tray and picking up two freshly poured champagnes. 

      “May I sit?” he said, motioning to the place next to me.

      “Certainly.”

      He handed me the flute and sat down. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.”

      “Oh, to be a stranger amongst strangers. You look about as miserable as I feel. My name’s Aidan O’Donnell,” he said. “And you’re Evie, Kier’s fiancée.”

      “Um, yes. Have you known Keir long?” I asked.

      “No. Actually, I’ve never met him.”

      “Really? You don’t work with him?”

      “No, I just received an invitation to join the Circle of Kings,” he explained. “It was quite elaborate. It came in a wooden chest along with a mask. I had never seen anything quite like it.”

      “The Circle of Kings. Keir mentioned it in his toast,” I said. “What exactly is it?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” he said, smiling.

      “I don’t know.” I looked at Keir, but he was deep in conversation with Sir Leonard.

      “Well then, it’s a mystery for the both of us. I suppose we’ll have to wait to find out.”

      For some reason, I felt an instant bond with him. Maybe it was the Irish accent.

      “You’re from America,” he said, not asking a question but stating the obvious.

      I nodded. “Yes. My mother and father were Irish, though.”

      “Really? Have you been?” he asked, angling his body toward me on the couch until our knees touched.

      “Just to Northern Ireland. My mom was from Ballymena.”

      “Oh, aye. I’m from Belfast, not that far away,” he said. “I have a cousin in California. I’ve been to visit him a few times. Lovely place.”

      It made me think of Cormac and my brothers, and I bit my lip, suddenly very homesick. California seemed so far away. Aidan rested his hand on my thigh. “Are you alright darlin’? You’ve gone a bit pale.”

      “Um, yes. I’m fine.” I looked up to see Keir barreling toward us. Aidan gave my thigh a squeeze before removing his hand.

      “I need to talk to you,” Keir said sternly.

      “Keir, this is Aidan.” I hoped to cover up his apparent rudeness.

      “Aye, I know. I hope we have the chance to talk soon,” he said, blowing the man off. “Evie?”

      I smiled at Aidan, standing up. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Of course,” he said, meeting my gaze and holding it a bit longer than necessary. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”

      Keir ushered me down the hall. “You two looked chummy.”

      “Are you jealous?” I joked. 

      He laughed. “Hardly. I just don’t find it appropriate for him to put his hands on you, considering you’re my fiancée. He’s making a bloody mockery of me.”

      “You didn’t have to be rude to him.”

      “I could care less about him. We have a bigger problem. Sir Leonard is questioning the validity of our engagement, and you need to convince him otherwise.”

      “I don’t see why that’s my job.”

      His hand wrapped around my upper arm, gripping it like a vice. “Because I said so.”

      He opened the door to a room, and we went inside. Sir Leonard was sitting in a leather chair before a large mahogany desk. “Here she is,” Keir said. “I had to steal her away from the new Irishman.”

      “Aye, Aidan, he’s a sly one, but you can’t fault the man for trying. Your bride-to-be is quite beautiful.” The old man lifted a bushy eyebrow.

      “Absolutely,” Keir agreed.

      “My dear,” Sir Leonard started. “I apologize for not offering my felicitations on your upcoming nuptials. Please come sit next to me.” He motioned to the chair to the right of him. I walked over and sat down. “I’m afraid I was confused that you weren’t already married, considering the magnitude of the weekend.”

      I looked to Keir for help, but he had moved to a side table and was pouring himself and Sir Leonard whiskey from a decanter.

      “I’m not quite sure I understand. I said we were waiting for a time when my family could attend. I couldn’t be married without them present. But we do plan to marry.” I hoped I sounded convincing, and my deceit was not reflected in my face.

      “Being married and planning to marry are two entirely separate things.” He turned to Keir. “I’m afraid I can’t endorse you for Grand Master this weekend, Wilson.”

      “I don’t think you have a choice,” he said, handing Sir Leonard his glass. “The title is mine. I’m the wealthiest man here.”

      Leonard held his glass to the firelight, examining the amber contents before inhaling with his sharp, beaked nose. “But you’re not married,” he pointed out blandly. He took a sip and smiled. “You never skimp when it comes to fine Scotch.”

      “I will be married. Evie is proof,” Keir said.

      “Look, I’m no fool, Wilson. Either you two marry tonight or I’ll make sure one of the Patels is voted in instead.”

      “We can’t marry tonight. We need the proper licenses, and you know it. Bilderberg is mine. I won’t let you take it away from me.”

      “I’m not taking anything away from you. This was yours to lose. And trust me when I say I understand no other man out there is qualified to sit at Bilderberg, but I will not let you break a two-hundred-year-old rule. It’s there for a reason,” he spat. “Now, lucky for you, my Lily just so happens to be a humanist celebrant. She has brought the proper paperwork, we will backdate the forms, and I will make sure it gets pushed through the Registrar General. I have friends in high places who are always willing to do me a favor. It’s a simple solution.”

      “You fucking planned this,” Keir sneered, setting down his glass.

      “I’ll let you two discuss it,” Sir Leonard said, standing up. “You’re not above the rules, Wilson.” He left, shutting the door behind him.

      “I have no idea what he was talking about, but I’m not marrying you. This is where I draw the line.” I stood up. 

      He shook his head and walked to the mantel, slamming his fist onto the wood. “I will not let something I’ve worked so hard for slip through my fingers.”

      “What’s Bilderberg anyway?” I asked.

      “It’s the most important meeting in the western hemisphere. Wars, the economy, and climate change are just a few items discussed. Only the most powerful people are invited, and decisions are made that will affect the entire world.”

      “I thought you had kings and prime ministers to handle those things,” I said.

      “The monarchy has no power, and prime ministers are elected by the rich. Who do you think funds their campaigns,” he explained.

      “And this weekend?”

      “This weekend is a representation of Bilderberg but involves just the UK. The men out there are the most powerful in Britain.”

      “So, this is all about power to you.”

      “It’s about what I deserve,” he hissed.

      “You have no idea what power really is. I won’t marry you.”

      He walked toward me, and I stepped back until my thighs hit the front of the desk, and I had nowhere to go. “You will marry me,” he commanded.

      I shook my head. “No, it wasn’t part of our deal.”

      “So now there is a new deal. Either you cooperate, or I will make sure your brother’s restaurant gets the worst review,” he threatened. “He’ll be ruined.”

      “You’re a fucking monster.”

      “Yes, I am, and don’t you forget it,” he agreed. “You’ll go out there, and you’ll say whatever vows we need to say, and I will make sure whatever paperwork Sir Leonard tries to put through doesn’t happen. I have friends in high places too. And trust me, the last thing I want is to be married. I will stop it. Do you understand?” He stood in front of me, his face inches from mine. He was so close I could taste the whiskey on his breath. Sharp and pungent. The hair on the back of my neck bristled with fear. “This doesn’t have to be a big deal.”

      I was trapped with nowhere to go. “I-I-I can’t just say words I don’t mean. Vows are meant to be kept. Our words hold value.” 

      “I will ruin your brothers,” he said, matter of fact.

      I felt a tear slip down my cheek, and he gently wiped it away with his thumb. “It doesn’t have to be this way,” he said. “We could work together.” He leaned in and kissed me, taking my mouth into his, deepening his control as he seduced my traitorous body with his dangerous charm.

      My skin prickled with the same electricity as before. His hand slid underneath the thin fabric of my dress, caressing my breast.

      “Please,” I begged as my body convulsed with a multitude of sensations, and I felt myself coming apart at the seams. 

      “Shh.” His voice was as smooth as warm butter, and his grip on the back of my head grew more possessive and intense. “All you have to do is cooperate.”

      I pushed him away, realizing there was no way to escape him. My family’s livelihood depended on it. However, they would disown me if they ever found out. Marriage was considered a sacrament to my brothers, and he was making a mockery of it.

      There was a knock on the door, and Alan walked in. “Dinner is ready. Your guests are waiting.”

      Keir straightened his jacket, frowning. He gave Alan a hesitant nod. “What will it be, lass?” he asked, his voice a bit rattled.

      “You’ve given me no choice.”

      “Alan, there will be an impromptu wedding in the Great Hall after dinner. Please make sure we have a cake.”

      “What?” his assistant questioned.

      “Just do it,” Keir barked, regaining his composure.

       “I do have one condition,” I said. “I want five million dollars transferred to an off-shore account in my name.”

      “Done.”
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      Dinner passed in a haze of bagpipes, verbose toasts, gourmet food, and fine wine. I announced when we were all seated around the table that I had a surprise for our guests when we were finished. They were currently waiting in the Great Hall for us as we were cloistered in my office, going over last-minute details about the ceremony.

      “Do you have rings?” Lily asked, her short blonde curls bobbed around her face as she spoke.

      “Just this,” Evie said, pointing to the silly silver band around her finger. 

      I pulled it from her hand and deposited it in my pocket. “It won’t work.” The idea of another man giving her the ring irked me.  

      “Perhaps a strip of tartan, then. I can bind your hands with it.”

      “I’ll find something,” Alan said. He had insisted I change into my kilt for the occasion, and I fingered the stiff wool absentmindedly.

      “And what about vows. Did you write your own?”

      “No, keep them short and sweet,” I said. “Nothing religious.”

      Lily looked disappointed but continued. “Very well then. We should get on with it.”

      Demi handed Evie a bouquet of thistles picked from the garden outside. She had remained suspiciously quiet. I took her hand in mine and headed toward the Great Hall. The guests were seated on the couch and in chairs, and a hush fell over the group as we entered. Lily took her place before the fireplace inviting Evie and me to join her. “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we are gathered before you in this remarkable place, so we can join in marriage, Keir and Evie.” A few shrill gasps of excitement filled the room, and everyone clapped. I felt Sir Leonard’s eyes boring into my back.

      Challenge accepted, you fucking bastard.

      Bilderberg was mine. 

      “In marriage, you give of yourself freely and generously into the hands of the one you love. The trust you share is a precious gift to be treasured. Today you are affirming your love for each other, acknowledging that you are stronger together than you are apart and that you wish to share all life’s joys and challenges together,” Lily said. “Please join hands.”

      I took Evie’s hands in mine, feeling the tension and stiffness roll off her. “Keir, please make this declaration to Evie.”

      She looked down while I spoke. “I solemnly and sincerely swear that I, Keiran Ash Wilson accept you, Evie-” I paused. I didn’t know her full name.

      “Evie Erin Young,” she whispered, catching on to my mistake.

      I started over. “I solemnly and sincerely swear that I, Keiran Ash Wilson take you, Evie Erin Young as my lawful wedded wife to the exclusion of all others.”

      “Evie,” Lily said.

      She continued to look down, so I reached over and tilted her chin up. “Look at me,” I hissed softly. 

      Her eyes shone with defiance, or perhaps it was disdain. I didn’t trust her, and my fingers gripped her hand so hard I felt her delicate bones shift underneath. “I solemnly and sincerely swear that I, Evie Erin Young take you, Keiran Ash Wilson as my lawful husband to the exclusion of all others.”

      If looks could kill, I would be dead.

      “With this material, I bind Keir and Evie to the vows they made to each other.” Lily took the tartan cloth Alan handed her and wrapped it around our wrists, linking us together. “The binding is not formed by this knot but by your vows. You hold in your hands and hearts the making and breaking of this union. Just as your hands are now bound together, so too are your lives. May you be forever one, sharing in all things, in love and loyalty for all time to come. May your marriage be blessed with patience and dedication, forgiveness and respect, love and understanding.”

      Lily unwrapped the tartan and handed it to me. “You have now both entered a solemn and binding contract and by virtue of these declarations made in my presence and in the presence of your witnesses. I have pleasure in pronouncing you husband and wife. Keir, you may kiss your bride.”

      Everyone stood and cheered as I took Evie in my arms and kissed her. Refreshments were offered, and a cake was brought out. Sir Leonard called us over to the corner. “Congratulations Keir. I didn’t think you would go through with it.”

      “You shouldn’t underestimate me.”

      The old man handed us each a pen. “Of course, it’s not official without the paperwork.”

      “Of course.” I signed the damn papers and watched as Evie completed hers with a shaky hand. “We should get on with our meeting tonight and the nominations now that the festivities are over,” I said.

      “The nominations can wait until tomorrow,” Sir Leonard countered. “You’ll have other plans tonight with your bride, I assume. I wouldn’t want any reason for an annulment. Let’s wrap this up.”

      “That’s very considerate of you.” I turned to the group. “Gentlemen, in light of tonight’s event, we will start our meeting tomorrow morning. Alan will see that you each get a new itinerary.”

      I took Evie’s hand, and we went upstairs to the group’s cheers.
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        * * *

      

      I had never considered marriage a day in my life. Even with my fake engagement with Margot, I never worried about it actually happening. And now, here I sat with what society considered one of the most binding contracts in life. I was no longer my own entity but was now bound to another with rights and responsibilities. And all this without a prenuptial agreement. I admired Evie’s tenacity when she asked for five million dollars, it was a bold move, but it would mean nothing if the paperwork we signed wasn’t stopped.

      Bloody fucking Leonard.

      “How old are you anyway?” I asked as I got up to pour us each a drink.

      “Twenty-three,” she said. I handed her the crystal tumbler of whiskey. Her nose turned up as she sniffed it. 

      Twenty-three.

      Christ, she was young. Younger than I thought, but not a child. I was thirty-four. She acted older, but then again, she had what I would call an old soul. “I can get you something else, wine or a sherry?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “You’ve been around money before.” I was surprised at dinner that she knew the proper social cues, considering our first encounter on the plane. She understood the subtle signifiers that indicated to people you were one of them.

      “My mother came from money. She and my father are both from Ireland.”

      “Aye, where about?”

      “My mother was from Ballymena, and my father was from Cork. She was part of an exchange program where a Protestant youth would spend the summer with a Catholic family. It was part of a goodwill project. She met my father and fell in love; however, when she returned to her family, my grandparents were less than enthusiastic and forbade her to ever see him again. So much for prejudices ending. They ended up eloping, and they moved to the States. Her parents disowned her. Though they let her keep what was in her trust.”

      “And?” I said, hoping she would continue.

      “And we lived a nice lifestyle. We had a house in a great neighborhood and went to private schools. My dad opened the pub, and then she got sick, and the rest of the money went to pay for her medical bills. Her parents didn’t even come to her funeral when she passed away. My father died two years later, and my brothers have been trying to hold it all together since.” She took a sip of her whiskey and grimaced, setting the glass down on a table. “Money is not everything in life. In fact, it means very little to me.”

      “Until you don’t have it,” I suggested. 

      “Until you don’t want it,” she snapped back. I felt an odd possessiveness toward her I couldn’t quite place. I felt it when we kissed in the office, and it left me uneasy, and I felt it now. It was as if she had breached my core with her innocent cry, warming my villainous soul.

      I no longer wanted to fuck her.

      I needed to fuck her.

      It would be the only way to get her out of my mind. She was becoming an annoying distraction, and the monster inside me was becoming restless.

      “Who gave you the ring?” I asked, taking it from my pocket.

      Her eyes narrowed. “It belonged to my mother.”

      I felt something in me relax and set it down on the small table next to me. “I’m sure you’re tired. Let me help you with your dress.”

      She looked over at me, considering her choice. The pulse in her neck fluttered at a mad pace. I set my drink down and stood up, going over to her. I carefully helped her up. “It will be okay,” I said, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      “You’ll ruin me,” she said softly as I turned her around.

      “Well, you’ve already ruined me.” I unzipped her dress, sliding the thin straps off her shoulders as I traced my finger over her spine, vertebra by vertebra until I reached the top of her lacy thong. The dress dropped to the floor. I pulled her back against my chest and felt her trembling in my arms. “Shh,” I crooned as I picked her up and carried her to the bed, setting her down on top of it. I unbuttoned my dress shirt, discarding it on the floor, then undid the buckle on my kilt, letting it drop from my hips.

      “Are you on birth control?” I asked. 

      A faint blush tinged her cheeks, and she shook her head. I opened the drawer on my nightstand and took out a condom, setting it on the corner. Then I positioned myself over her. The heat from earlier in the office returned to my skin, along with its silent vibration, the energy between us a living force. I let my lips brush softly over hers before deepening the kiss, then continued them down her neck and along the top of her breasts.

      And then I heard it as I took her nipple in my mouth.

      The sound of her sweet moan.

      Fuck.

      I wanted to plunge into her right now and listen as she screamed my name. I moved down her stomach until I reached the apex of her thighs.

      “Keir,” she whispered.

      “Aye, lass?”

      “You do know what you’re doing?”

      The corner of my mouth turned up. I had never been asked a question like that before. “Are you interviewing me, lassie?” 

      “Um, no.” Her face was beet red. “It’s just I’ve never done this before.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m a virgin.”

      Bloody fucking hell.

      I should get up and walk away. Despite my dubious reputation, I had never been with a virgin.

      They were off-limits in my books.

      But if anything, now I wanted her even more.

      I wanted to be the one to seduce, ravish, corrupt, and dominate her because, in the end, she was mine, and she would never be anyone else’s first.

      The monster reared up suddenly interested.

      I tore the thin panties from her body, exposing her sweet cunt.

      God help me.

      Her lips were as bare as a babe, and my cock throbbed even harder. Separating her thighs, I moved between them. She tensed. “Relax,” I commanded as I kissed her clit.

      She bucked, and I clamped a hand around her thigh, holding her in place. “I don’t think-” she started to say. 

      “Exactly,” I hushed her. “Don’t think. Just feel.”

      Holding her legs open, I ran my tongue along her slit. “God, you taste so good, like a ripe strawberry, clean and sweet.” 

      Over and over, I licked her until her legs began to shake, and her small cries emanated throughout the room.

      The debasement of Evie Young.

      Finally, I would be able to get her out of my fucking mind and get back to concentrating on what was important.

      The success of this weekend.

      Bilderberg.

      I placed my thumb on her clit and circled it. She grabbed the duvet, clutching it until her knuckles turned white. “Keir,” she shouted.

      “That’s my lass,” I said, inserting a finger into her. I felt the thin barrier that, once broken, would proclaim her as mine. The idea made me frenzied.

      The greedy monster stamped his hooves.

      “Give in to it. You’re almost there.”

      She pushed into my thumb, her clit swollen and engorged, as I pulled my finger out and carefully added another, stretching and stroking her beyond her limits until her body shuddered.

      “Come for me,” I instructed, increasing the speed of my strokes.

      She came with a sharp cry, and her body convulsed against me as her orgasm took her.

      I seized on the moment and placed my cock at the entrance to her passage. Ready to stake my claim.

      She looked up at me with hazy expectant eyes. Lips parted, and cheeks flushed. She was a vision of ruined virtue.

      Her arousal soaked my cock, and I began to push my tip in and out, so she could become accustomed to me. I needed her with an urgency I didn’t understand that it bordered on cruelty.

      The monster mingled with my soul.

      In one thrust, I broke through, filling her with every inch of me.

      Bloody.

      Fucking.

      Victory.

      She cried out, and I stilled until her moans dissipated. “Wrap your legs around me,” I ordered.

      Slowly, I increased the rhythm, pounding deeper with each stroke. Owning her with each whimper from her mouth. I felt her clench around me, and my cock suddenly felt like it was caught in a vice. The feeling was explosive. She was so tight.

      “Please,” she screamed as she came hard and fast. I followed soon after as waves of pleasure took over my body.

      Now I could move forward.

      I rolled off and spooned her against me, kissing the top of her head. “Are you all right?” I asked. The monster was quiet and satiated for the moment.

      “I think so,” she said breathlessly.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “It only hurt for a second.”

      God, the entire thing had been an out-of-body experience. It was then that I saw it on the edge of the nightstand.

      The fucking condom.

      I rarely made mistakes, and I had never made this one.
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      Pale morning light shone through the edges of the curtains covering the window. Keir had been up for a while and had showered and dressed for the day while I pretended to sleep, hoping he would leave so I wouldn’t have to face him this morning.

      “I know you’re awake, lass,” he said, coming over to my side of the bed. He pulled something from his pocket and sat down next to me. Taking my hand, he slipped my silver ring on my finger. “You wear it with the heart facing you when you’re married.”

      “We’re not really married,” I said, curious as to why he knew this piece of information and why he was allowing me to wear the ring he himself deemed cheap. 

      “We are until I stop the paperwork, and we will act accordingly. My guests need to believe it to be so.”

      “You will stop it?”

      He had to stop it. Things had already gone too far. 

      “Don’t worry, I definitely will.” He ran the back of his knuckle down my cheek. “About last night, are you okay?” 

      I felt my cheeks flame with heat. “I’m fine.”

      “I didn’t hurt you?”

      I shook my head, surprised at my own reaction. I liked it.

      “We can chat when I get back,” he said, kissing me on my cheek and standing up. “I have meetings all morning. In the meantime, I’ve arranged a spa day for the ladies.”

      Although I enjoyed it, last night was a mistake, and I should be mortified. It should never have happened. This man was my enemy. He threatened to destroy my family’s livelihood and declared himself my captor, yet my body responded to him in a way I never thought possible.

      That’s my lass.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I said, hoping I sounded nonchalant.

      “I’ll see you in a bit.” He opened the door to leave but bent down and picked something up, depositing it in his pocket. “On second thought,” he said, returning. “I want you to stick with Alan or Brendan today. I don’t want you wandering around the castle or the grounds alone. I’ll send Alan to come and get you.”

      “Why?” I asked, confused by the sudden change in his attitude.

      “Because it’s an order.”

      Whatever kindness he just showed me, ended with his stern command.

      I rolled my eyes. One more day. I could survive one more day.
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      I turned the dirk over in my hand, studying it as I sat at my desk. A Wilson tartan ribbon was tied around the hilt, and dried blood encrusted the blade. A knife at a wedding was considered a bad omen.

      This was a downright threat.

      The beast inside me was calling, demanding to be let out.

      “Any suspicions as to who sent it?” Mac asked, sitting across from me.

      “No,” I chucked the knife down on the table, and it landed with a thud. “But it had to be one of these fucking bastards.”

      “Sir Leonard?” Alan questioned from the couch.

      I shook my head. “No, he got what he wanted. To see me married. It was one of the other fools, and we can rule out Rhys. He could care less about being Grand Master.”

      “So, that leaves the Patels or the new guy?” Mac surmised.

      “Aye, most likely. I don’t want Evie alone today.”

      “Do you think the threat was intended for her?” Alan said.

      I wouldn’t be able to sit here much longer. Anger boiled up inside me. I wouldn’t be able to contain it, and I would need to take care of it before the meeting started for the day. “I don’t know, but she’s my responsibility. Look, I need to do something. Alan, when Evie gets up, make sure you stay with her.”

      “What about you?” Mac asked.

      “I can fucking take care of myself. I’m not worried about me,” I said, getting up. “I’ll be back.” I left, slamming the door behind me.

      The weather outside matched my mood, cold and dreich. I headed away from the castle to the shore. Waves crashed, large and powerful, as the tide moved in, devouring the rocky beach. I quickly stripped off my clothes and felt for the amulet around my neck, removing it too. I remember feeling it inside me the first time, clawing at my guts to escape. That was five years ago, and I had no words to describe it. Sir Leonard had warned me, but I didn’t believe him. I had to witness it to fully understand what I had been cursed with.

      Usually, I could control the monster, but today was different. My rage at seeing the knife was like fuel to the beast, and only one thing would calm it. I ran into the foamy water and dove underneath.

      I felt my muscles stiffen as my body changed, no longer mine but the Kelpie demon that dwelled in me. My skin tore as it was violently flayed from my body. I screamed, but the only sound I heard was the wail of an injured animal called up from the depths of hell. Suddenly instead of swimming, I was galloping through the turbulent surf. Pale sinew and powerful muscles were visible as a pulsating mass, and black blood coursed through my yellow veins. My vision blurred as the color changed from dark gray to red. The last thing to go was my mind. It was replaced by fury and anger and something much darker. Lust.

      I was Dearil the Kelpie King. Ruler of the water horses. I focused my energy on the water around me, manipulating it until the sky opened up in a downpour, stoking my desire as I reared up, claiming my dominion. And then time stopped.

      I woke up on the sand. My body buzzed with sexual desire, and my cock was hard and as stiff as an iron rod. This was new. Usually, when I came back to myself, I was drained, and the beast was quiet. But this time, I could still feel the fucker inside me. Then again, I had never felt lust before as my last memory. It was usually just rage. Now all I could think of was Evie.

      I quickly put my clothes on and fastened the chain with the amulet around my neck. It was my only protection from Dearil, and I had removed it just three times before when I knew the beast could not be tamed. It was a tenuous separation from the evil within me, a runic compass, and it acted as a guidepost between me and the monster as it was my only way back to the dim flame of light and morality.
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      Today was different.

      I was different.

      I looked out the window, thinking how strange it was that every day this island existed, even though I had no idea it was here, and yet I felt as if I knew it.

      As if I was somehow connected to it.

      Dismal and bleak, it was as if God had stripped it of all its color, leaving only shades of gray.

      The tide was coming in, and waves at least twenty feet high broke along the shore in a violent spray of foam. Thick dark clouds converged over the island, and I watched as the sky opened up and heavy drops of rain began to fall. And then I saw it galloping through the water as the swells crashed over it.

      A beautiful black stallion.

      Mist settled around the water’s edge, and I rubbed my eyes, wondering if I had seen right. The horse disappeared in the turbulent current only to re-emerge again, rearing up on its hind legs. It came down and stared up at the castle, and for a moment, it seemed as if it was looking right at me. 

      There was a knock on the door. I turned to answer it but felt compelled to look back one last time, but it was too late. Fog blanketed the island, and the coastline was nowhere to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      I was able to ditch Alan mid-morning while we accompanied Meerna and Sita Patel to their massage appointments in a spare bedroom on the third floor. The spa day was not my idea of a good time, so I pretended to lag behind the group looking at the artwork on the wall until I could sneak into the kitchen. As it closed, the thump of the door announced my departure, and I was soon walking along a dirt path toward the cliffs.

      If truth be told, I didn’t regret last night. If anything, it was a relief. Gone was the Catholic dogma I had been fed my whole life on abstinence and purity. I went from my brothers telling me who I could date to what they would consider utter ruin in one night.

      And with a stranger.

      Today I was waking up a free woman. I had no ties to anyone. And for the first time, I saw all the possibilities before me.

      I sat down on a rock and looked out at the water as it crashed against the cliffs, shooting sea spray high into the air. The sky was still gray and dark clouds threatened rain in the distance, but the mist had lifted.

      Though my black stallion was nowhere to be found.

      I closed my eyes, letting the past twenty-four hours of fear and unknowing seep away. My hand went to my breast, still tender from Keir’s mouth, and a delicious mix of pain and pleasure settled in my core. I moved it lower, sliding it between the waistband of my leggings. Curious about the feeling it elicited.

      “Evie.”

      I jumped and looked around. Keir stood feet away from me. “What are you doing out here, lass? I told you to stay with Alan.”

      Shit.

      “I just needed some fresh air.”

      “Get in the car,” he barked.

      I stood up and brushed the dirt from my pants. “I don’t see what the problem is. There’s nowhere for me to run to, and I’m already your wife.” I got into the Land Rover. “You got what you wanted.”

      “The problem is I told you to stay with Alan. I have my reasons.” He pulled back onto the dirt road. “I left my meeting to come looking for you. Each minute I’m away, those bastards are making decisions and deals without me.”

      “Why? I never asked you to come looking for me.”

      “Something’s wrong.” He pulled the car over. A group of dusky bluish-gray sheep was huddled in a circle off to the side. “Stay here.”

      I ignored his order and followed him over to the sheep. Their bleating cries filled the air in a sad chorus. In the center lay a ram. Something had torn half its throat away and cut off its horns.

      Keir put his arms around me, shielding my view. 

      “Who would do such a thing?” I asked. 

      “I’m not sure. Let’s go. There’s nothing we can do right now.”

      We returned to the car listening as the ram’s harem of ewes continued their lament. Inside, Keir retrieved a walkie-talkie. “Mac, this is Keir.”

      “Aye, this is Mac. Have you found the lassie?”

      “Aye. She’s with me. Find John and go to the cliffs. Someone has killed auld Mangus.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Keir set the radio down and started up the car. Tension radiated from him.

      Something was wrong. “Keir, what’s going on?”

      “I don’t want to scare you. But I found a knife outside our room this morning with blood on the blade. That’s why I didn’t want you by yourself.”

      “Do you think we’re in danger?”

      “It had a bow wrapped around the hilt. Like it was a gift. A knife at a wedding is a bad omen.”

      “Does this have to do with your meeting?”

      “Possibly,” he said, pulling the car up to the castle.

      “And the ram?”

      “I don’t know what did that.” He got out and came around to help me. Taking my arm, he walked me inside and straight up to his bedroom. Brendan was waiting outside. “No one is to enter, and she’s not to leave.”

      “Yes, sir.” 

      Keir shut the door behind us. “Do you always disobey Evie?”

      “What are you talking about?” His eyes turned such a dark gray they almost verged on black.

      “I’m asking if you make a habit of disobeying?” He removed the tie from around his neck and was rolling up his sleeves.”

      “I wouldn’t call it disobeying.”

      “I have a mind to put you over my knee and spank your bottom.”

      My eyes opened wide. Did I hear him correctly? “Excuse me?”

      “What were you doing on the cliffs?” he asked, taking a step closer to me.

      I felt my cheeks flood with heat. “I-I was looking at the ocean.”

      His brow arched. “You know that’s not what I mean.”

      “Please don’t make me say it. You saw what I was doing,” I said softly.

      “Do you touch yourself often?” he asked.

      “No!”

      “I don’t believe you,” he said. “Take your pants down.”

      I backed up. “Why?”

      “You have a choice, I will either spank your bottom, or you can finish what you started on the cliffs, and I will watch. Either way, you won’t be wearing your pants.”

      “N-n-no,” I stammered. “Don’t you need to return to your meeting?”

      “You will pay for disobeying me. It’s your choice. What will it be?”

      “Who do you think you are?” I spat.

      “I know exactly who I am. I’ve never pretended to be anything else, and I warned you, in the beginning you should be scared of me. Now lower your pants, or I will do it for you.”

      “You can fuck off. It’s a free country. You can’t order me around or tell me what to do.”

      He laughed, low and sardonic. “You forget where you are, lass. Scotland is ruled by kings and queens. It’s a monarchy. Here on this island, my island, I am your king, and you will do as I ask.”

      My fists curled into balls. “You’re a fucking asshole and completely delusional.” 

      “Very well, now you get both.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me over to the bed. Sitting down on the edge, he pushed me over his knee and held me down with his arm across my back. I kicked and fought but to no avail. In the end, he was too strong for me. He grabbed the waistband of my leggings and yanked them down to my knees. Then his hand came down with a searing smack on my bottom, and I screamed. “Asshole.”

      “I expected better from you, Evie,” he said, continuing his onslaught until my bottom burned with a fiery heat. “And I’ve told you before, upper-class girls don’t use foul language.”

      I refrained from answering him back. My mind seemed to have stopped working, and the sensations and feelings in my body were heightened to a new level. Pain mixed with something deep and carnal surged through me, and I felt my sex begin to throb. Tears ran down my face at my confusion of these different emotions. “Please,” I begged. “I’ll do as you ask.”

      He stopped and sat me on his lap. “Good girl. Now take your clothes off and lie down on the bed.”

      “Keir, please.” I stared at him in disbelief,

      “Evie, take your clothes off.”

      The sting in my cheeks was still raw. “I can’t touch myself in front of you.”

      He smiled wickedly. “You seemed to be doing a good job earlier.”

      “It’s humiliating, and I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “Why would you say that? You looked beautiful,” he said, pulling the sweater I wore over my head and unclasping my bra. I slipped out of my shoes, and he finished taking off my pants. “Now lie down, lass.”

      I took my time lying down, hoping it would give me time to slow the pounding of my heart and the building desire in my sex.

      “Open your legs for me,” Keir said, his eyes never leaving my body.

      I felt my sex flood with moisture and slowly let my legs fall open.

      “Now touch yourself,” he instructed.

      I reached down and felt myself, letting my fingers brush over my entrance, surprised at how wet I was.

      “You really don’t know what you’re doing,” Keir said, a bit amused.

      “No.” I hoped he would let me stop.

      “Sit up a bit.” He sat down behind me and had me lean back against him, then he took my hand in his and brought it between my legs. “Put two of your fingers on your clit.” 

      I did as he asked, and he began to guide them in circles. The feeling intensified immediately. “There you go,” he said. “God, you’re so wet.”

      A soft moan escaped me as I increased the speed of my fingers. The seared skin on my bottom only added to my building orgasm.  

      “That’s it. You look so bloody gorgeous. Like a fallen angel. Stroke yourself harder.”

      His words sparked my desire, and I knew I couldn’t hold out much longer. I accelerated my motions, feeling myself begin to tip. All my inhibitions left, and I was no longer concerned about anything but the feeling growing in my sex. I moaned again.

      “That’s it, lass. Let yourself go.”

      That’s all it took for me to break into a thousand pieces. Keir put his arms around me. “Naughty girl. That will be the last time this weekend that you pleasure yourself. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “And I’ll remember that a spanking seems to be a pleasure for you.” He stood up and went into the bathroom, turning the water on for the tub. “Come here.” 

      I got up, my legs still weak and shaking, and followed him in.

      He pulled me toward him, putting his arms around me. “Don’t disobey me again this weekend.”

      “Keir,” I started to say.

      “That’s a fucking order,” he said.

      “I won’t disobey you.”

      “Good. Get in the tub. It will help.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to fight. The image of the dead ram was still unsettling, so I sunk into the hot water. Keir crouched down next to me. “These men are not my friends. It’s dangerous here. I need you to understand that more than anything else. I can’t keep you safe otherwise.”

      I nodded.

      “I have to get back to the meeting. Brendan is just outside, and I will be back in a bit to check on you.” He brought his mouth down, kissing me hard on the lips, before leaving.

      I stretched out, enjoying the warmth, and felt myself relax. I wasn’t afraid of some unknown threat. It was Keir himself and the mix of emotions I felt which scared me. The man just spanked me, and my traitorous body actually enjoyed it.
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      “What are we doing?” I asked Keir as we walked with his guests to the north side of the island.

      “You’ll see.” He took my hand, pulling me in close.

      It was late afternoon, and dark clouds covered the sky. It would be raining soon. Due to the impending weather, Sir Leonard had opted to stay with the ladies back at the castle. I was just glad to be out of the room.

      “Is there a horse on the island?” I continued to look for it.

      “No,” he answered quickly. “At least not that I know of. Why did you see one?”

      “I thought I might have. It was down by the shore in the water.”

      I felt his hand stiffen in mine. “What did it look like?”

      “It was big and black. Probably the largest horse I had ever seen. Beautiful.”

      “The fog can play tricks with your eyes,” he said dismissively. “I doubt you saw a horse.”

      We walked in silence after that, and it was only a short time before we came to a race track and two shiny Aston Martin V12 Vantage race cars. One in black and the other cherry red. 

      “Are you serious?” I said. “You built a race track on your island.”

      “Why not. I wanted to show the lads a bit of fun.” He turned to the men. “Akshay and Kavish, you lads, take the red one, and Rhys, you come with me in the black. We’ll get you the next round, Aidan.”

      I stood back off the track.

      “We’ll take a practice loop, so you can get a feel for the track, then Mac will start us off. The first to complete four loops wins and will go on to the final round.”

      “What’s the prize?” Akshay asked.

      “The cars, of course.”

      “Fucking lush,” Rhys said, getting into the driver’s side.

      Aidan joined me off to the side as the men took off in the cars. “Your husband is a lucky man.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Keir.” His brows drew down in suspicion.

      “Of course, sorry, it’s still so new,” I said, trying to cover up my mistake. “You’re the first person to refer to him as that.”

      The cars returned, and Rhys and Akshay pulled up next to each other, revving the engines. Mac pulled a gun from a holster under his jacket, fired it into the air, and they were off.

      “Aye, I suppose it is new.” He smiled.

      “Have you raced cars before?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

      “Just street racing and definitely not in cars of this caliber. I didn’t grow up with money. Only last year, an app I created went viral, and suddenly I found myself in this position.”

      We watched as the cars came up the straightaway. Rhys and Keir were ahead by a car length. The hum of the engines intensified as they passed by.

      Lap one was complete.

      “So, when was the last time you were in Ireland,” he questioned, picking up on our common thread from yesterday.

      “It’s been a while. Almost nine years ago. We took my mother’s ashes back to her childhood home, Fairhill House.

      “Fairhill House, as in Hugh and Janice Boyle?” he asked.

      “They were my grandparents, though I only met them once, and it was only for about ten minutes. Do you know them?”

      “Aye, not personally, but everybody in Northern Ireland has heard of them.”

      “It’s a small world.”

      “Aye, it is, lass,” he said.

      The cars were finishing their second lap, and the lead between the Rhys and the Patels had increased.

      “Call it Irish loyalty or protectiveness, but I would be remiss if I didn’t ask,” Aidan said. “But were you forced into marrying Keir last night?”

      I felt the blood drain from my face. Had it been that obvious? “Um, no. Why?”

      “It’s just that something seemed off. It seemed rushed.”

      Shit.

      “Keir has an air for the dramatic, that’s all,” I explained. 

      He reached out and cupped my chin, looking me in the eyes. “If you ever need anything darlin’, I can help you.”

      I listened as the cars whizzed by for a third time. I could tell him everything right now, and he would help me. He could get me off this island. He obviously had money. But Keir’s warning settled in the back of my mind. These men are dangerous.

      I shook my head. “I’m fine,” I said.

      We watched as the cars rounded the corner and headed to the finish. The black car came in well before the red. Keir jumped out, slamming the door.

      I stepped back, and the hair on the nape of my neck rose as he came toward us. “Are you all right?” he asked me. I nodded. He turned to Aidan and grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “Touch my wife again, and I will beat the shite out of you.”

      Aidan pushed his hand away. “You should take better care of the truly precious things in your life.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means exactly that. You’re a fool.”
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      “Get in the car,” I said sternly to Evie, handing her a helmet. My fucking blood was boiling. I shut her door and got in the driver’s seat, starting the engine. “Why in bloody hell did he have his hands on you?

      “It was nothing. We were just talking about Ireland.”

      “And he felt the need to touch you?”

      I thought by fucking Evie last night, I would get her out of my system. It had done the bloody opposite. I had spent the whole day with her on my mind, distracted and preoccupied. Now to see that bastard touching her. My mind was buzzing. “That mother fucker has been challenging me all day, but this was the last straw.”

      And now there was the problem that she thought she saw a fucking horse. I had no recollection of my time as Dearil, but the fact that she saw him in the water was disturbing. So was poor Mangus. The horns had been cut off by a blade, but the gash on his neck could have only been caused by a beast. A large, mean beast.  

      I revved the engine while we waited for Aidan and Rhys to complete a practice loop. Aidan pulled the red car alongside us, and Mac fired the gun as the race started.

      The wheels screeched as I took off.

      Bring it on, arsehole.

      “I don’t know why you’re so upset,” Evie said. “You got what you wanted. Your precious Bilderberg meeting. Tomorrow this will all be over.”

      “Quiet,” I yelled as I maneuvered around the hairpin turn, then shifted into a higher gear, pulling away from Aidan and Rhys.

      Aidan sped up on the straight away, coming with a hair’s breadth of the rear bumper. 

      Bastard.

      We were suddenly neck and neck coming up to the next turn. I backed off, letting him go in the lead. As we entered the curve, I moved off the racing line, taking the inside and forcing him out. My front wheel passed his back wheel, and I had him speeding out of the turn.    

      Suddenly, there was a loud pop, followed by a whoosh, and the car pulled sharply to the right. We spun several times and veered off the track, coming to a jarring stop in the sand. 

      “Evie,” I yelled, unlatching my seat belt and opening the door. I ran to the other side, but she was already getting out of the car, removing her helmet. I put my arms around her, holding her to my chest. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, her voice shaking. “What happened?”

      “The tire blew out.” I went to go look at it as Mac came running up.

      “Those tires were fine this morning. Brendan and I checked them ourselves,” Mac said.

      I bent down to examine what was left of the tire, focusing on a small suspicious slash mark. “I think this was intentional,” I whispered to Mac. “I don’t want anyone knowing.”

      “I’ll have it examined,” Mac said.

      I stood up and crossed the track where the others were waiting.

      “What the hell happened,” Rhys asked, getting out of the red car.

      “The tire blew. I must have run over something.”

      “Is everyone okay?” Aidan asked, looking to where Evie still stood by the car.

      “Aye, we’re fine,” I said shortly, following his eyesight. “Look, you lads are the winners. Go on back to the house so we can celebrate. I’ll be along shortly.”

      The monster inside me reared up, angry and mean and fucking horny as hell. I longed to tear the necklace off and let it out. Instead, I focused on the storm, manipulating the forces around me and pouring my rage into that. Big drops of rain started to fall as I headed over to Evie. My adrenaline was pumping from the race, the crash, and fucking Aidan’s accusation that I needed to take care of the things that were precious in my life. But mostly, it was from the thought that Evie could have been hurt. I pulled her into my arms. “I’m so sorry,” I said, with a sudden need to take her here and now. My erection was straining against my pants. The monster deep inside was restless to be set free.

      “Keir.”

      The rain had increased, drenching us both as the storm intensified. “I know, lass.” Desperate need consumed us as the shock began to subside. I kissed her hard, demanding she open for me. Demanding my dominion.

      She was mine.

      I picked her up and settled her on the hood of the car, unzipping the racing jumpsuit she wore and tearing off her bra. 

      The air between us was charged. The sound of the waves hitting the shore magnified in the evening squall. I removed my own racing suit and pulled the rest of hers down. Pushing the thin strip of her thong to the side, I positioned my cock at the entrance of her passage.

      A blue haze lit up the sky, and the hair stood up on my body as I plunged into her. The restless and unsettled thoughts in my mind about her were silenced immediately. My skin buzzed with electrified energy, and a loud boom split the atmosphere sending shockwaves propagating through the island.

      With every thrust, my feelings increased until everything became clear.  

      “Keir,” she cried as her body trembled with the beginning of her orgasm. 

      “Come with me, darling.” I pushed in as deep as possible as my climax wracked my body, and the world disappeared around us.
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      I smoothed the black silk dress over my hips and turned, looking in the mirror. Demi helped pull my hair into a sleek low bun, and I finished the look by applying some red lipstick. I wasn’t sure I was prepared to have dinner with strangers after everything that had transpired this afternoon.

      Keir’s words from yesterday resonated in my mind.

      Don’t mistake sexual energy for feelings.

      I was confused about my emotions. I found him extremely attractive, and he made me feel things I never thought possible, but this was nothing more than a façade. I was just a means to an end. He himself said he never had a relationship without a contract. He never made love but just fucked.

      He waited for me by the door. “You look stunning,” he said, taking my arm as we walked downstairs. 

      “Is there any news on Mangus or the knife?”

      “No. However, don’t mention it to anyone. Mac thought it best if we kept it quiet. Please stay close to me tonight.”

      I nodded as we joined the group. A server came over and handed us each a glass of white wine. Rhys pulled Keir to the side to talk, so I stood by the window, looking out. The rain had stopped and was replaced with a heavy mist. “You look beautiful,” a voice said behind me. I turned and gave Aidan a smile. “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I’m fine now.”

      “You should never have been in that situation,” he said.

      “It was an accident. Nothing more.”

      “Regardless, he’s supposed to take care of you. I would take care of you.”

      Keir came over to us, putting his hand on the small of my back. “You would what?” he asked Aidan, overhearing the tail end of our conversation. 

      “I said I would take care of her. Not put her in dangerous situations.”

      “Watch it.” Keir’s hand clenched in a fist. “That’s my wife you’re talking about.” 

      The drone of the bagpipes filled the room as we were called to dinner, interrupting the altercation. “What the hell was that about?” Keir asked after everyone left the room.

      “He was just being concerned.”

      “Stay away from him.”

      The table was set with a lavish display, only this time, I found myself at the opposite end from Keir in the hostess seat as I was now his wife. I had Sir Leonard to my right and Akshay Patel to my left. Neither seemed in the mood for conversation and instead focused on the meal before them. When we were finished, the men excused themselves for the last of their meetings, and the ladies retreated to the Great Hall for a game of cards. I wasn’t in the mood to listen to the women, so Brendan walked me to the bedroom.

      I’d just finished changing when there was a knock at the door. Opening it, Brendan handed me a black envelope. Concern washed over me at the mysteriousness of it and the vicious events of the day. Still, I slid my finger under the top flap breaking the seal, and took out a notecard.

      Meet me at the chapel- K.

      It seemed odd that he wouldn’t come to get me himself. I opened the door. “Who gave you this?” I asked Brendan, holding up the card.

      “Keir.”

      “Oh.” I slipped my shoes on and grabbed my coat. “Do you know where the chapel is?”

      “It’s behind the back of the house near the walled garden. Would you like me to take you, Mrs. Wilson?”

      The use of the title stopped me short. “No, I can manage.”

      I hurried down the stairs and through the kitchen to the door I had used earlier. The mist had thickened, making it hard to see. I circled the house until I found a path leading to a small outbuilding. Stained glass windows depicting various biblical scenes were embedded into the sandstone bricks, and a narrow door sat ajar.

      It had to be the chapel. I stuck my head in only to pull it back out quickly. The room was lit with candles, and six men in black robes wearing grotesque masks portraying devils, skeletons, and several horned animals were acting out some kind of macabre sacrificial reenactment. It reminded me of poor Mangus. I looked again, stifling a scream. The man with the skeleton mask lay on an altar as blood pooled across his bare chest. An empty chalice beside him. The hair stood up on my arms.

      The men began to sing an incantation in an ancient language I did not recognize. The words were emotive and sacred, and while I did not understand them, I knew them to be secretive. Whatever they were saying, only they knew the meaning, converting them into symbols of emotions.

      These words held power.

      They were alive.

      The room filled with a blue mist, and the sound of a far-off animal, soft at first, increased until it filled the room in an ear-screeching howl.

      I covered my ears with my hands, hoping to block out the noise. 

      The chanting grew louder, and I could feel it deep in my soul, reverberating from the inside out.

      Whatever was going on here was profane in nature.

      Evil.  

      I turned to run, but the snap of a branch cracking to my left stopped me. “Who’s there?” I said into the fog. “Show yourself.”

      A hooded figure appeared from a shroud of haze in the path. Faceless, the only distinguishing features were the horns dangling around its neck from a rope. Magnus’s horns.

      This time I screamed and fled in the opposite direction toward the walled garden. A maze of sycamore trees soon sheltered me as I zigzagged through the dense foliage, scraping my arms and face on branches. Footsteps grew louder behind me, and I ducked into an alcove hiding behind the trunk of a two-hundred-year-old tree. The person passed, only to stop and circle back, retracing their steps. I closed my eyes and felt the prick of a blade against my neck as the smell of putrid flesh wafted toward me. The figure held the knife to my throat, moving me out of the protection of the trees. 

      “Let me go,” I begged.

      A commotion could be heard as Keir and the other men ran up the path. “Let her go,” Keir yelled. He held the devil mask in his hand. “It’s not her you want.”

      An evil laugh filled the air, and I felt the edge of the knife press into my flesh. The next thing I knew, a low, angry roar erupted from Keir as he held up his hand, and my assailant was flung backward so hard he slammed against the tree. The attacker pushed himself to his knees, pulling a gun from his waistband.

      “Keir, watch out,” I shouted as the sound of a single shot being fired echoed through the night sky. The attacker fell backward. I looked back at the men. Mac stood there, lowering his own weapon. Keir ran over to me and put his arms around me.

      “I thought he was going to shoot you,” I cried as he held me. 

      “It’s all right. You’re safe now.”

      The other men stood there silent. Aidan came over to us. His face was clammy and pale, and concern creased the corners of his eyes. “Wh-what was that?” he said with a shaky voice as the skeleton mask dropped from his hands. “She could have been killed.” 

      Mac went over to the attacker and pulled the mask off his face. Brendan lay on the ground as blood bubbled from his mouth. “Why?” Mac yelled at the young man.

      Brendan struggled to talk. “He- he wanted me to stop it,” he managed to say.

      “Who?” Keir said, kneeling down beside him. “Who wanted you to stop it.”

      His eyes traveled madly over the group of men as if he were searching for someone in particular. “He-he paid me.” His eyes rolled to the back of his head.

      “Get her out of here,” Keir yelled.

      “No,” I cried. “I want to know what the hell is going on.”

      “I’ll handle this,” Mac said to Keir. “You get her back.”

      He put his arm around me as we slowly returned to the castle. When we got back to the room, I broke down in tears. “What the hell were you doing in that church?”

      “It was a ritual,” Keir said, pulling his black robe over his head. “An initiation.”

      “A man is dead.”

      “He’s not dead. He’s unconscious.”

      “What the hell did you drag me into?” I said. I clasped my hands together to try to stop them from shaking. “There will be an investigation.”

      “There won’t be an investigation. It was self-defense, and Mac will handle it,” he said calmly.

      My nerves were beyond frayed. “How did you do that thing with your hand? It was like you had super strength.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Evie.”

      “You didn’t even touch him, yet you pushed him away.”

      “He tripped backward. That is all.”

      “I want to go home,” I pleaded.

      “I know you do,” he said, putting his arms around me. “I’m so sorry I brought you into this.” He kissed me gently on my lips.

      “Keir, I can’t. This is starting to mess with my head.”

      “Evie, please. I was terrified when I saw him holding the knife to you. I need to know you are all right.” He kissed me again.

      “What the hell were you doing in the chapel. Aidan had blood dripping from his chest.”

      “I told you it was just an initiation. An act. Nothing more than a ritual. Tomorrow I will take you home, but please, for tonight, let me just hold you.”

      He put his arms around me as we lay down on the bed. Spooning me against his chest, he held me tightly.  

      Silent tears tracked down my face, leaving a trail of sorrow.

      I wanted to feel safe in his arms, but I knew that no matter what I felt for Keir, there would be no future.

      He would always be too much for me. Too much power. Too much money. Too much damage.

      “Promise me you’ll stop the paperwork,” I said.

      “I promise, Evie.”
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      I pulled my watch from my pocket. Three hours until we landed in Los Angeles. I always said I would throw the damn thing away when I had achieved my goal, but I was having trouble letting it go.

      Bilderberg was mine.

      I was Grand Master of the Circle of Kings, sworn in during the ceremony on Saturday night. But now that I had it, some of the luster had worn off. I looked over at Evie, asleep in the seat next to me. She had seen the monster in me in a moment of weakness. I could have hurt her. “I know you’re awake,” I whispered. 

      The corner of her mouth turned up. I owed her a promise. Only for some reason, it seemed more complicated now that it was time. When I brought her back to the castle, I was so afraid of losing her that I took her to bed and held her. Something I had never done with another woman. But I knew I couldn’t keep her. Marriage wasn’t possible for me. It was my fault she was put in danger. My fault I couldn’t protect her, and I still didn’t know who paid Brendan to commit those acts. There was an enemy out there.

      “Who was the other woman?” she asked quietly.

      “What other woman?”

      “The other woman you could trust.”

      I smiled. “Who said it was a woman?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “You did. You said you found her dead one morning.”

      “Aye, I did, didn’t I.” I paused, thinking. “It was my grandmother.”

      “Go on.”

      “I told you my mother was a heroin addict. Child protection took me away from her, and my father wasn’t to be found, so my grandmother got me.”

      “I never knew my grandparents.”

      “Aye, well, she wasn’t the cookies and cuddles type. She was more of a bottle of whiskey and pack of fags type. I would get home from school, and she would already be sitting on her chair after working at the factory, three drams into a bottle, blethering on about some injustice. She would send me a with a few quid to get a takeaway for our tea.”

      “But she was good to you?”

      “She didn’t want to be taking care of another child, but she cared for me, and she was the only person to tell me I was smart and if I worked hard enough, I would make something of myself,” I said. “One morning, I found her lying in her chair, only she didn’t wake up. She had suffered a heart attack. I was thirteen, and child services ended up finding my dad. I became his punching bag for the next three years until I was old enough to leave. It’s not a pretty story.”

      “Look how much you have achieved,” she said. “You really are amazing.”

      “I’m not so sure you felt that way on Friday,” I said, reminding her.

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “I’m glad I met you,” I said, taking her hand in mine. “My sweet lass.”

      She smiled, but I didn’t miss the tears in her eyes.

      “It’s better this way. You have your whole life ahead of you.” I rubbed the top of her hand with my thumb.

      “I know.”

      “The money is yours. Alan has already made sure it’s in the off-shore account. He’ll send you all the details.”

      “And what about you?” she asked.

      “I’ve got Bilderberg. It was my goal.” I looked at my phone. “I should make that phone call. The Registrar’s office will just be opening. I want to get a jump on it before Leonard does.”

      “It was nice being married to you, Keir Wilson, even if it was only for a weekend,” she said softly.

      “Agreed.” I gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. “Mrs. Wilson.”
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      Two weeks later, I looked down at the velvet box Cormac held in his hand as he knelt before me.

      “Please don’t ask me what I think you’re going to ask me,” I said as my stomach dropped to my knees. 

      “Evie, this would be the joining of two great dynasties. Our families would only prosper from this. I love you.”

      “You only think you love me.” I motioned for him to stand up. The breeze from the ocean cut through me, and I pulled my sweater closed. “And I’m not part of a great dynasty.”

      We stood on the beach as the sun dipped beyond the horizon, the soft wind blowing through my hair. “Yes, you are. You’re a Boyle,” he said. “The Boyles and the Sullivans finally united.”

      “I’m a Young. The Boyle line died with my mom. My grandparents don’t even recognize us. And who cares about that stuff anymore.”

      “Evie, I love you. I’ll take care of you. Say you’ll marry me.” His blue eyes narrowed. “It’s for the best.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t marry you.”

      “Please, just think about it,” he said, cupping my chin in his hand. “You don’t have to decide tonight. You can give me your answer tomorrow.” 

      I pulled back. His touch was too personal, and it reminded me of Keir. I had done everything in my power over the past couple of weeks to put him out of my mind. He definitely wasn’t thinking about me.

      We drove back to the pub in silence. A line had formed outside to get in. Keir had kept his end of the deal, and the front-page article in the LA Times had helped. Too much if you asked me. I hadn’t had a day off since I had been home, except for tonight. I would have thought Patrick would have been ecstatic. Business was booming. But if anything, he was in a worse mood, more than ever. Plus, he refused to hire extra help, so we all were working double shifts.

      “I’ll let you go in,” Cormac said, pulling up to the curb. His demeanor had changed on the way home from overconfident to pouting. 

      “Cormac, I’m sorry,” I started to say. He had spent every night in the pub for the past two weeks, watching me. I’m sure I bruised his ego with my refusal.

      He ran his hand through his sandy blond hair. “Look, I’ll see you tomorrow. Perhaps by then, you will have come to your senses.”

      I shut the door and headed into the pub. Inside, people crowded the dark wooden bar, and all the tables were full of rowdy guests, all talking over the Irish folk singer playing guitar on the small stage that had been erected. I headed to the back toward the kitchen and the office to put my purse down. 

      “Over here, Eve,” Patrick called out to me from a table in the corner.

      “Let me just change, and I’ll take over,” I told him.

      He shook his head. “No, come here. Don’t worry about work. I got you covered.”

      Then I saw it on the table. An ice bucket with a bottle of champagne and several crystal flutes.

      “Where’s Cormac?” he asked, looking around.

      I shook my head. “You knew.”

      “Of course, I knew. He asked for my blessing. Is he parking the car?”

      “No, he’s not parking the car. There’s nothing to celebrate. I said no.”

      “You said no?” He truly sounded surprised.

      “Of course I did,” I scoffed. “I’ve only gone on a handful of dates with him, not to mention I’m only twenty-three. I’m not sure I ever want to be married.” I pushed Keir from my mind. That marriage was over.

      “Cormac is a good man. He comes from a good family. We’ve known him for a long time. There are not a lot of men like him out there.”

      “Then maybe you should marry him,” I snapped. I was tired of everyone trying to force me into things.

      “Eve, you have no idea what you’ve done,” he said, rubbing a hand over his face.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He grabbed my upper arm and led me back to his office. “How did he take it?” he asked concerned.

      I shrugged out of his grip. “He wasn’t happy, but he’ll get over it.”

      The office was small. Large piles of papers and files cluttered the small desk. He cleared a small section and leaned against the edge, running his hand through his dark curls. “Eve, there is so much more at stake here.”

      “Like what? You’re being so cryptic. Just tell me what the fuck is going on.” 

      “Don’t say that,” he said, correcting me.

      My annoyance had quickly shifted to anger. “Jesus Christ, Patrick. You track my every move because you’re so protective. Why the hell is this so important to you. I would have thought no man would have been good enough for me.”

      “Sit down, Evie.” He pointed to the one chair in the cramped space.

      “I think I’ll stand. Whatever you want to say to me, just say it.”

      “It’s not that easy,” he said, pacing two steps and then turning around to walk two steps back. “You have to marry him.”

      “Ugh, stop skirting the issue. Why would I have to marry him?”

      “Because you’ve been promised to him.”

      I felt my stomach drop. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Dad made an arrangement with Donovan Sullivan, Cormac’s father.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      Patrick slumped down in the chair. “Desperation, I suppose. Mom was supposed to marry Donovan. Her parents had made the arrangement. The Boyles and the Sullivans were the most powerful families in Northern Ireland, so when she ran off and eloped with Dad, it caused a huge rift. The Sullivans vowed to get revenge.”

      “Dad would have never agreed for me to marry Cormac,” I said in disbelief.

      “When Mom was sick, he took several loans out against the pub. He didn’t know that the Sullivans owned the loans, and Donovan had another solution when he couldn’t pay them. He began running his drug money through the bar, laundering it.”

      “No, I don’t believe you,” I screamed.

      “Evie, there’s more. Dad could no longer pay for Mom’s medical treatment, and he tried reaching out to her parents for help. They wouldn’t answer his phone calls, so he did the only thing he could think of and asked for another loan from the Sullivans. Donovan had a different solution. You would marry Cormac, and we would continue to launder their dirty money.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “He was grasping at straws trying to keep Mom alive.”

      “He wouldn’t let me marry into a criminal family, nor would you.”

      His green eyes filled with defeat. “We have no choice, and Cormac would never hurt you.”

      “I have money. I will pay off the loans,” I said. 

      “This is not a couple of thousand dollars, Evie. This is millions, and it’s gone way beyond paying them back. They won’t leave us alone until you and Cormac are married.”

      “Fuck you, Patrick. Fuck you for even thinking I would do this.” I got up and stormed off. On my way out, I grabbed the champagne bottle and exited by the back door to where my car was parked. I turned my phone off, so he couldn’t track me, and after starting my car, I sped out of the alleyway and onto the street.
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        * * *

      

       

      Claire lived in Marina Del Rey, close to LAX. I wasn’t sure where else to go. All I knew was that I couldn’t go home. I knocked on her apartment door, hoping she was there and not out of town for work.

      “Evie,” she said, surprised when she opened it and saw me. “Come in.”

      I plunked down on her couch, uncorking the bottle of champagne and taking a long draw out of it. 

      She just stared at me, turning off the television. “I know you’re upset with me, Evie,” she started to explain. “I left texts and messages, but you never returned any of them, and I don’t blame you. Simon told me what happened with Keir Wilson, and I’m so sorry. You have to believe me when I say I had no idea he would change his destination that weekend. I truly thought you were going to Cabo.”

      “I don’t care about that.” I told her everything I had just learned concerning my father and brother and trying to marry me off to Cormac Sullivan. “I just can’t believe they would do this to me.” On the way over, my disbelief quickly turned to anger. “Do you have something stronger?” I set the champagne bottle down.

      She pulled a bottle of tequila out of the cupboard and poured us each a shot. “You’re not going to go through with it?” She handed me a glass, and I downed it.

      “God, no. Are you crazy? I’ll pay off the debts on the pub.”

      “Evie, you don’t have that kind of money.” She tucked a piece of blonde hair behind her ear and sat down next to me as I poured myself another shot. “You also don’t drink like this.”

      “Well, the new me does.” The tequila burned the back of my throat.

      “What do you mean the new you?”

      “Let’s just say I’m not the same girl I was a few weeks ago. I made a deal with the devil, and it changed me.” The alcohol was taking effect and had definitely emboldened me.

      “You’re not talking about Keir Wilson. Simon mentioned he offered you money to act as his fiancée, but he said you wouldn’t take it.”

      “Well, maybe I changed my mind.”

      “That doesn’t sound like you.” She poured us each another shot. “What exactly happened between the two of you?”

      “We made a deal, that’s all.”

      “No, a man like Keir doesn’t just make deals without expecting things. Plus, he asked about you the last time I saw him.”

      “He asked about me?” The tequila churned in my stomach. “When?”

      “He flew to Hong Kong three days ago. I worked the flight. We got home early this morning.”

      “Oh,” I said, hoping not to sound too curious. I poured myself another shot. “What did he want to know?”

      “He asked how you were doing, which is funny because he doesn’t engage in small talk.” 

      “What did you say?”

      “I told him the truth. That you wouldn’t answer my texts or phone calls.”

      I felt my throat tighten and set the glass down, hoping the tequila wouldn’t come back up. “Huh.” 

      “The weird part was he seemed genuinely concerned, and he is never that way, not even with his real fiancée.”

      “Margot?”

      Claire nodded.

      “They broke up,” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed. She picked the bottle up and took it back to the kitchen. “Did you sleep with him?”

      I didn’t answer. 

      “Evie?”

      “Yes.”

      “Jesus Christ, he’s a fucking player.”

      “Look, I made a deal with him, and sex wasn’t a hard line for me,” I tried to explain.

      “What do you mean it wasn’t a hard line? You were a virgin. He’s never going to be boyfriend material. Not to mention the age difference.”

      She was being hypocritical since she was known to date older men.“I know that. And, of course, he’s never going to be my boyfriend. It’s just I had a different hard line.”

      She shook her head. “What? What do you mean hard line?”

      “My hard line with the deal. You know, what I wouldn’t do.”

      “What was it?” She sat back down on the couch, tucking her legs under her. “I can’t believe you slept with him.”

      “I didn’t want to wear his diamond ring.”

      “Fucking hell, Evie. He offered you a diamond ring? Did he force himself on you?”

      “No,” I said quickly. “I mean. Um. I knew it was expected. As I said, we had a deal.”

      “And what did you get out of this deal besides losing your virginity?”

      “Five million dollars.”

      “Holy shit,” she said. “Talk about an indecent proposal,”

      I felt the tequila sloshing in my stomach and regretted drinking it. “Except he didn’t pay me to sleep with him. He paid me to act as his fiancée.” I thought it best not to mention that we actually got married for the weekend. “And I wasn’t his choice. I was the only person available, and he threatened to ruin the pub if I didn’t say yes. Which seems really stupid now because the pub is already ruined.”

      “Oh, Evie, I’m so sorry,” she said, putting her arm around me.

      “Don’t be. At least I have the money to pay off Cormac. I just have to figure out a way to do it. If my brothers discover what I’ve done, they will disown me.”

      “You’re saving the restaurant for them. They won’t disown you. Though I would leave out the part about sleeping with Keir.”

      “You think?” I laughed. 

      “So, what was it like to be with him? I mean to have a man like him for your first time. At least he knew what he was doing.”

      “Um, intense. He’s intense.” I didn’t want to think of him because thinking of him stirred up desires best left in the past. “And he’ll be the first to admit he’s a monster.”

      “I bet. But a fucking hot monster.”

      The tequila was slowly making its way back up my esophagus. “I think I’m going to be sick,” I said, hurrying to the bathroom.

      Claire followed me in as I threw up. “Hey, you can stay here as long as you need.”

      I lay down on the bathroom floor as the room began to spin around me. “Thanks.”

      “Oh Evie, I’m so sorry.” She pushed the hair off my face and rubbed my back. 

      “Don’t be. And at least Cormac won’t be my first. Better, it was with a hot monster like Keir than a spoiled boy.”

      “It should have been with someone you loved.”

      Love.

      The word spun through my mind as I lay on the floor, and thoughts of Keir holding me on his bed as he kissed me on the last night turned into a nightmare of devils and gunshots.
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        * * *

      

       

      I woke up the next day on Claire’s couch. She must have helped me move at some point during the night.

      Shit.

      It was already eleven in the morning. Claire had left a note saying she had gone out to run some errands. I took a quick shower and then headed back to the pub. My brothers were going to kill me.

      The three of them sat in our family booth, talking, when I arrived.

      “We’ve been worried about you,” Patrick said.

      I went to put on an apron and stopped short. “Sean, what happened to you.”

      My youngest brother was slumped against the wall sporting two black eyes, a split lip, and his left hand was in a splint. “I’m fine. I just fell.”

      “Jesus Christ. I can work the bar tonight,” I said, going over to him.

      “You need to tell her,” Patrick said, looking grim. “She needs to know the truth.”

      Sean shook his head. “No. It’s not her problem.”

      Sean was the youngest of the boys and two years older than me. We had always been close. “Tell me what?”

      “It’s nothing. Like I said, I fell.”

      “Patrick?” I asked. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      It was Colin who spoke up. Brown hair and the same green eyes we all shared, he pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Donovan set his men on Sean. He’s sending us a message.”

      My stomach contracted. “B-because I didn’t say yes to Cormac. He did this to you because of me?” My heart sank. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry Sean.”

      “This is not your fault,” he said. “Cormac and his father are assholes.”

       “We need to call the police.” I felt the world crashing down upon me. 

      Patrick stood up. “We can’t. If the police get involved, they’ll find out about the money laundering, and we’ll all go to jail.”

      “So he’ll keep hurting us until he gets what he wants, and I marry Cormac.”

      “You’re not marrying him,” Sean said, gritting his teeth.

      I looked over at Patrick, but I could already see the resignation in his eyes. He knew as well as I did that there was no other choice. The Sullivans had won, and I was the grand prize.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    






KEIR

        

      

    

    
      I looked at the manila envelope in front of me, rolling up my shirt sleeves. It had been two weeks since I had seen or spoken to Evie. My last moment with her was seeing her safely in her car when we landed in LA. We agreed there would be no contact. Bilderberg was two weeks away, and instead of preparing for it, I found myself thinking of her.

      There would be no escaping it.

      I opened the envelope and pulled out the document. Certified Copy of an Entry of Marriage was written across the top. Now the question was, how would I tell her the paperwork was never stopped. Sir Leonard had acted more quickly than me. We were officially and legally married.

      Bloody fucking hell

       I rubbed my forehead. This was an absolute mess. 

      The intercom on my office phone buzzed. “Mr. Wilson, there is a gentleman here to see you.”

      “Send him away. I have no appointments scheduled,” I snapped. A real marriage changed everything. I would need to contact Alan immediately.

      The door to my office was thrown open.

      “What the fuck do you want?” I yelled.

      Aidan O’Donnell stood in the doorway.

      “We need to talk,” he said, pacing the room.

      “We don’t need to do anything. Make an appointment. I’m busy.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Wilson,” my receptionist Valerie said, stumbling in behind Aidan. Worry creased her forehead.

      God damn it.

      “It’s fine. I’ll see him.” I slammed the document down on my desk. “Close the door behind you.” I looked over at Aidan. He looked unkempt. Like he hadn’t slept for days. “What do you want?”

      “I want to know what the fuck you did to me that night. There’s something fucking inside me.” He ran his hand through his shaggy brown hair.

      “Ask Sir Leonard.” I didn’t have time for this. At the moment I had much bigger problems.

      “You’re the one in charge, aren’t you.” Spittle formed at the corner of his mouth, and his eyes were yellow and jaundiced. “The fucking Grand Master.”

       “Fuck.” He was right. I was in charge. And he was just another problem on my bloody list. “I guess I am.”

      “So, what the fuck did you do to me.”

      “First off, I didn’t do anything. Whatever is inside you is there because you manifested it.” His feelings were justified. I remember what it felt like when I woke up with Dearil inside me, clamoring to get out. I thought I was going fucking insane.

      “There is no way I manifested what is inside me. You gave me something. It was in that chalice you made me drink, and you said something in a language I couldn’t understand.”

      “That was the crimson water from the Devil’s Pulpit at Craighat mixed with a few Chinese herbs. But what you brought out lies solely on you.”

      “This makes no sense,” he cried. “What in the hell is happening to me.”

       “The Circle of Kings has its roots in Celtic history. The druids. It’s old. Ancient. And its lineage is unbroken. To be a part of it, there must be a sacrifice. You sacrificed a piece of your soul for the gods, and in return, they left you with a King.”

      “What do you mean to be a part of it. I didn’t want to be a part of it,” Aidan spat. “I didn’t ask for this.”

      “No one asks for it. But you did choose it. You accepted the invitation.”

      “You sent me the fucking invitation.”

      “It was sent because of your wealth. Because you are considered a great man. Trust me, I didn’t fucking choose you. My advice for you is to find an isolated and private place and figure out what beast has taken up residence inside you.”

      “And what’s living in you?” he asked.

      I laughed. “We’re not friends. I’m not sitting around and sharing like it’s some therapy session.”

      “But there is something in you. I saw you when that man had a knife to Evie’s neck. You just raised your hand, and some supernatural force knocked him back. What was that?”

      “When you come to terms with what’s happening, You’ll figure it out. I can harness the power of water. It was foggy that night. I just manipulated the molecules in the air.”

      “So that’s it. I just have to live with this thing?” he said.

      “Unless you figure out a way to get rid of it. And if you do, let me know.”

      “This is fucking bullshit,” Aidan said, leaving.

      “One last thing. Whatever you do, don’t take the bloody amulet from around your neck. It’s the only thing keeping the monster from taking over entirely.”

      I grimaced as Aidan slammed the door behind himself. I had finally gotten Dearil to go to sleep. That last thing I needed was to give him any energy in case he woke up. If I was lucky, he would enter into hibernation. I had gone months at a time without feeling him in the past. 

      I returned the certificate to the envelope and stood up, returning to my earlier problem. The sooner I let Evie know, the sooner we could move on.
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        * * *

      

       

      The Irish Rover wasn’t much to look at on the outside, but it was in prime real estate located on Sunset Blvd. The rent alone must be astronomical. The pub wasn’t open when I arrived, but I could hear activity going on inside. I knocked on the door.

      A young man opened it. “We’re closed,” he said. “Come back in an hour.”

      “I’m not here to eat,” I said, stepping forward. “I’m looking for Patrick Young. I have something for him. My name is Keir Wilson.”

      His eyes looked me up and down suspiciously. “Patty,” he yelled. “You have a visitor. Keir Wilson.”

      “Mr. Wilson,” a gentleman said, approaching. “I’m Patrick Young. This is my brother Colin.” He pointed to the young man who answered the door. “And my brother Sean.”

      I looked over at a booth where another young man sat. Someone had beat the shit out of him. And recently, looking at the bright purple and red of the bruising.

      “Please call me Keir. I just wanted to drop off the VIP passes I promised you.” I handed him a manila envelope. “There are four of them.”

      “Thank you,” Patrick said. “That’s very generous to you.”

      There was an air of tension in the room. I had definitely interrupted something.

      “Is Evie around. I wanted to thank her too.”

      “Um, yea,” Patrick headed to a door in the back. “Evie,” he called out. “Come here.”

      She came through the door, and her eyes grew round as she looked between me and her brothers. “Keir,” she started to say, then corrected herself. “Mr. Wilson.”

      “I was hoping I could speak with you,” I said. Seeing her brought back a flood of emotions I didn’t realize I had pushed down. 

      “Um, sure.” She glanced at her brothers.

      “I need to take Sean home before we open,” Patrick said. “Thank you again, Keir, for the passes.” He shook his hand. “Evie, I’ll be back. Paul will be here to help with the bar.”

      “I’ve got to go prep the kitchen,” Colin said.

      I stood there with Evie until everyone left. “Do you want to take a walk,” she said. “I need to get out of here.”

      “How about lunch?” I suggested.

      “I don’t have time.” She opened the door and headed down the sidewalk. “I thought we agreed not to see each other.”

      “Aye, well, I needed to drop off the passes for your brother.”

      There was a coffee shop two stores away, and she stopped at the door. “I need a coffee before work.”

      I opened the door for her and followed her inside. We put our order in, and she went to pay. “I’ve got it,” I said, handing the barista my card.

      I carried our drinks to a table, sitting down.

      “So, what did you want to talk about?” she asked.

      “I wanted to see how you’re doing.”

      She ran her fingers through her long dark hair. “I’m fine.”

      Whatever tension there was at the bar was radiating off of her now. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I need to tell you something,” I said. “And you won’t be happy about it.”

      “What?”

      “The paperwork for our marriage was never stopped. Sir Leonard managed to get it filed before I could stop it.”

      Her face paled. “No, no, no,” she shook her head. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      “I’m sorry, Evie.” I reached for her hand.

      “Stop. I can’t do this,” she said, standing up.

      Fuck.

      I stood up and took her arm, stopping her from walking out. “Wait. We’ll figure this out. I already have Alan handling it.”

      “You promised me it wouldn’t go through.”

      “I know I did, and I apologize. I will compensate you.”

      She pulled away from me. “You don’t get it. I don’t want your money. I never wanted to get married.” She stormed out of the shop.

      “Hold up,” I said, going after her. “I know you didn’t want to get married, but we can fix this.”

      “I need to get to work.”

      “We need to figure out a plan. When do you get off work?”

      “Midnight.”

      “I’ll come by and pick you up.”

      “Please don’t.” A tear slid down her cheek. “Um, I’ll call you when it’s a better time.”

      “Wait.” I pulled her to my chest, wrapping my arms around her. “Shh, it will be okay. I’ve got you. Don’t cry.”

      “You have no idea what I’m dealing with,” she said softly, but I felt her relax into me while I held her. “I’ve got to go.” She stepped back and gave me a forced smile. “I’ll be fine.”

      I watched as she went into the pub. 

      Damn it.

      I hoped I wouldn’t feel anything when I saw her, but it was the exact opposite. If anything, I felt even more protective of her now. 

      A slight rumble in my chest let me know I wasn’t the only one with those feelings.

      Dearil was awake.
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EVIE

        

      

    

    
      My heart was pounding in my chest, and I felt like I might be sick. There was no way this could be happening to me right now. There was no way I was legally married to Keir. 

      After seeing what Cormac had done to Sean, I texted him to tell him I was wrong and that I would marry him. I couldn’t let him hurt another innocent member of my family. It was evident now that my father and brother had used me as their bargaining chip in their desperate game of survival. This was my price to pay as a Young. My burden was to ensure Sean and Colin were spared. The men that were supposed to protect me had sacrificed me instead. Now I was married to one man and engaged to another. There was a word for someone like me.

      Bigamist.

      Hopefully, I could convince Cormac of a long engagement while Keir sorted out the situation.

      Holy shit.

      I had done a good job of putting that weekend from my mind, but as soon as I saw Keir, everything came flooding back, and when he put his arms around me, the same spark deep in my core was ignited. 

      Cormac and Keir were vastly different men, but they had one thing in common. They were both dangerous.

      I couldn’t let myself forget what happened on the island and the strange ritual.

      I hurried to the back room and changed into my black dress. Patrick normally didn’t allow me behind the bar, but he would have no choice tonight with Sean being hurt.

      Paul was already there, slicing limes into wedges. “I heard Sean was injured,” he said. “So, it’s you and me tonight.”

      I nodded. “I know I’m not much help, but I can pour beers and shots if you get the cocktails.”

      “Sounds like a plan, but Patrick really needs to hire more people. You haven’t had a day off in two weeks.”

      “Tell that to Patrick,” I said shortly.

      “Have you two had a spat?”

      I picked up a dishcloth and started polishing the glasses. “I suppose you could call it that.”

      “Christ, what did he do now?”

      “What he always does. Ruins my life.”

      “Here he comes.”

      Patrick came in from the back along with two waitresses. It was Tuesday, so hopefully, it wouldn’t be packed tonight.

      “Amanda will be here by six to hostess. I’ll help Paul, and you can fill in for her until she gets here,” he said, coming over to me.

      “No, I’m behind the bar tonight. You can hostess.” I tossed the cloth down and turned my back to him. 

      “What did Keir Wilson want?” he asked, putting his hand on my shoulder.

      “None of your business.”

      “Look, I know you’re mad at me, but I don’t want any problems.” He lowered his voice. “Cormac is coming tonight.”

      I tensed. “How do you know?”

      “He texted me,” he said. “He’s happy you said yes and wants to celebrate.”

      “I don’t want to celebrate.”

      His green eyes searched mine. “Give him a chance. He’s a decent guy.”

      I turned and glared at him. “Are you fucking kidding me. He beat the shit out of our brother.”

      “Evie, we have to make this work,” he said, resigned. “There is no other choice,”

      “And what if he decides to beat the shit out of me?”

      “He won’t. He loves you.”

      I shook my head. “You have a fucked up idea of love.” I looked at the clock on the wall. “It’s four. You better open the door.”

      The evening passed without incident, and as the hours ticked away, I became hopeful that Cormac wouldn’t show. 

      It was going on nine when I looked up from handing a gentleman his pint, and my breath caught in my throat. “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I came for a drink,” Keir said. “And to see if you’re all right.”

      I poured him a double of our most expensive whiskey, setting it down before him. “I told you I would call you.”

      “Alan will meet with us tomorrow morning.” He had removed his tie from earlier and undone the top two buttons of his dress shirt. 

      The bar was packed, and there was a line forming. “I can’t talk right now.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll wait.” He took his drink and sat down at a table off to the side.

      The pit in my stomach grew as things began to spiral out of control.

      Patrick came over to me. “What’s he doing here?” he asked under his breath.

      “How the hell would I know.” I tilted the pint glass I held as I filled it with beer. The yeasty smell of hops filled my nose.

      “Well, Cormac is here,” he said. “I hope it’s not going to be a problem.”

      I heard him before I saw him. “Evie Young,” he called out over the crowd.

      “Fuck.”

      “Watch it, Eve,” Patrick said. “He’s your fiancé now.”

      “No thanks to you.”

      “Evie Young. Where are you, babe?”

      He was drunk and slurring his words as he made his way to the bar. “Evie, come here, babe.”

      “Go see what he wants,” Patrick said. “I’ll take over here.”

      I felt Keir’s eyes on me as I walked from around the bar to where Cormac stood. “There you are,” he said, swaying on his feet.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. His blond hair was messily tousled across his forehead, and his pale blue eyes were watery and glazed over. He was more than drunk. He appeared to be on drugs.

      “I want to make it official.”

      “Not here.”

      He slumped down on one knee. “Yes, here. In front of our friends and your family.”

      “Cormac, please,” I begged. “You’re causing a scene.”

      People were beginning to stare, and the band had stopped playing.

      “Evie Young,” he said, pulling a small box from his pocket. “Will you be my wife?”

      Time stopped, and I felt the blood drain from my face. The man in front of me was cruel. He had my brother beaten when I refused him the first time. His family was involved in illegal activities. If I said yes, I would be committing myself to a life of misery and fear, but if I said no, he would continue to hurt the ones I loved.

      I looked back at Patrick, and he gave me a nod. He used to be my protector.

      Now he was no better than the man in front of me. 

      My hand shook as I brushed it over the box, and tears formed behind my eyes. I had five million dollars in the bank, but it would do me no good. There was only one way out of this situation. “Yes,” I finally said. The bar erupted in applause, and cheers of congratulations were shouted out.

      Cormac opened the lid of the box and took out a garish diamond ring. “Take that piece of shit off,” he barked at me, pointing to my Claddagh ring. “You won’t be wearing it any longer.”

      Keir had put it on my ring finger the morning after we were married, changing the direction of the heart to reflect our union. It made it worse that he was here witnessing this debacle. I pulled the ring off my finger and put it in my pocket.

      Cormac grabbed my hand and slid his ring on. “That makes you mine. Don’t forget it.” 

      He slapped my bottom and said, “Now go get me a drink.”

      A low growl emanated throughout the room. I glanced back at Keir. His eyes glowed red, reminding me of a demon. I blinked several times, but it must have been the light playing a trick because when I looked again, they were as black as a storm. His mouth was drawn into a tight thin line, and every muscle in his body was clenched.

      I returned to behind the bar and poured Cormac a beer setting it on the counter. It was going on ten, and my nerves were frayed. “If you and Paul can handle it, I think I want to go home,” I told Patrick.

      He nodded. “I’ll get you an Uber.”

      “I’ll get it. You’ve done enough for me,” I said sarcastically.

      “Eve, it will all work out. I promise.”

      “Either way, I’ll get my own Uber.”

      “Please keep your phone on so I know you’ve made it home safe,” he pleaded.

      “I’ll be staying at Claire’s indefinitely.”

      “Evie-”

      I held up my hand, stopping him. “You lost the right to worry about me. As far as you’re concerned, I’m someone else’s problem, and he is so drunk right now he won’t even notice I’ve gone.” I went to the back room and grabbed my purse. I had so many memories of this place. Good memories of helping my dad. But he had betrayed me too, and I now wondered how old I was when he sold me to another man. The rolling in my stomach returned. I needed to get out of here. I hurried through the pub and out the front doors, pulling out my phone to order the Uber. A 1964 vintage black Aston Martin convertible pulled up with Keir in it. He stopped and got out, coming around to the passenger side. “Get in,” he said, opening the door.

      “I just got an Uber.”

      “Cancel it.” He took my arm, helping me into his car. “I’ll take you home, but first, let’s go back to my place so we can talk,” he said, getting behind the wheel and driving off.

      “Fine.”

      “That was quite the eventful evening,” he said. “I take it he was your ‘kind of’ boyfriend.”

      “Yes, but it’s not what you think.”

      “Aye, whatever it is, it’s not good. You’re frightened of him.” He rested his hand on my thigh.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I recognized the look in your eyes. It was the same look you gave me when I forced you to marry me. You were scared then too.” His thumb gently rubbed the skin on my leg. “Do you love him then?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Why did you accept that bloody cheap diamond from him?” he asked after a bit. “After the tirade you gave me.”

      “Cormac lacks intelligence. He would have never understood what I was talking about. His world is small, he only sees what is right in front of him, and if it benefits him, he cares nothing for the bigger world and other people.”

      “Yet you’re going to marry him.” He turned into the garage at the Four Seasons Residence and pulled into a spot.

      “Like I said, it’s complicated,” I repeated myself.

      “Well, you can tell me about it later,” he said, giving my leg a squeeze. “We’re here.” He got out and came around to get me. We entered a private elevator that took us up to the penthouse encompassing the top two floors. The door opened into a large hallway.

      I followed him into the main living area. Floor-to-ceiling windows lined three of the walls, overlooking a spectacular view of the city. “It’s gorgeous,” I said, running my hand along one of the cream leather sofas. “This is where you live?”

      “For the most part, when I’m in LA. I sometimes spend my weekends at my beach house in Malibu.”

      “And if you’re not in LA?”

      “Then I stay at my other residences.”

      “Oh, and where are those exactly?” I asked. Except for our short weekend together, I knew nothing of the man before me.

      “New York, London, Edinburgh, Hong Kong, and I suppose now my island in Shetland.” He smiled. “Are you impressed, lass?”

      “How could I not be?”

      A thin thread of familiarity linked us together. It was neither friendship nor love.

      Intimacy perhaps.

      We knew each other in a different way. A private one. It was a knowledge of body but not of soul. There was still a lot to learn. 

      He took off his suit jacket and placed it over the arm of a chair. “Are you hungry? When was the last time you ate?”

      “I haven’t. My stomach couldn’t handle it,” I said. “I’m afraid I drank too much last night.”

      “Naughty girl,” he teased. “I’ll make you something then.”

      “You cook? I would have imagined you had private chefs for that.”

      He laughed. “I wasn’t always rich. I told you about my past. If I didn’t know how to cook, I would have starved.”

      “Of course.”

      “But I’m no chef. I can manage some scrambled eggs, though.”

      I sat at the counter and watched as he whisked eggs in a bowl, pouring them into a hot skillet.

      “What happened to Brendan?” I asked suddenly. I had almost forgotten about the traitorous bodyguard.

      “He regained consciousness but has amnesia.” He stirred the eggs, adding cheese.

      “Amnesia? That seems convenient.”

      “Aye, I thought so too at first, but the doctors confirmed it.” He set a plate in front of me, spooning the eggs onto it along with a piece of buttered toast. “Eat.” 

      At first, I didn’t think I could as my stomach tightened in a cramp, but after getting down a bite, I realized I was actually hungry. “At least he didn’t die,” I said between bites, polishing off the rest of my portion. 

       “True, but we are no closer to knowing who paid him to sabotage the weekend.”

      I got up and took my plate to the sink. “And Bilderberg, it will be coming up soon.”

      “Aye, it’s a little more than a week away.”

      “You got what you wanted.”

      “Leave it,” he said, pointing to the dishes. “Someone will get it in the morning. Come and sit on the couch.” He motioned to a spot beside him. I sat down, and he casually put his arm around me. “Now tell me about this ‘kind of’ fiancé of yours. It seemed real enough on his part.”

      “I suppose it is real for him.”

      “But?”

      “But-” I told him everything from my father’s and Patrick’s deal to wed me to Cormac to pay off the debts they owed to Cormac beating up Sean when I refused. The only part I left out was the money laundering. That was criminal, and no matter how mad I was at Patrick, I would never want to see him go to jail.

      “Bloody fucking hell.” Keir clutched me tighter. “So, you’re not in love with him?”

      “God, no.”

      He relaxed a bit. “Yet you’re being forced to marry him.”

      I felt a bubble of nervous laughter build up in me at the irony of the situation. “You forced me to marry you,” I said as a giggle escaped.

      “Aye, I did, but it wasn’t supposed to go through, and it wasn’t the same thing they are doing.”

      “How so? You forced me to marry you by threatening my family. I don’t see the difference.”

      “Thank you for your candor, but there is a difference. A very big difference.”

      His hand caressed my shoulder, sending a shiver down my spine. “And that is?” I asked. My sex clenched at his touch.

      “You’re mine.”

      “I’m not yours.”

      His head was inches from mine, and he leaned in to whisper in my ear, the beard on his jaw scratching my skin. “You’re my wife until we divorce.”

      “And how does that make my current situation different?”

      “Because you belong to me. And as long as you belong to me, they have no right to make those claims on you. Not to mention what they ask is archaic and disgusting.”

      “They don’t know I’m married to you, and they can never know,” I said anxiously. “And I don’t belong to you.”

      “You do, for the time being. I will handle the situation with Cormac.”

      I sat up straight. “I will handle it. Please don’t get involved.”

      He didn’t answer me but instead stood up. “You’ll be tired. I can take you home, or you can stay here.”

      “I can’t go home.”

      “Very well then.” He took my hand and led me upstairs to a bedroom. “You can sleep in here.”

      “Thank you.” Given our past, I expected he would want me to sleep with him and was surprised when he made no move for that to happen.

      “Aye, I’ll see you in the morning. Alan will have information for us.” he started to leave.

      “Keir wait,” I said, placing my hand on his arm.

      His eyes traveled from my hand to my own eyes. “Evie? I won’t force you.”

      “You’re not forcing me.” I ran my hand along his chest. He pulled me into his embrace and kissed me hard, driving my lips apart with his tongue until a soft moan left me. I felt the slow heat of desire unfurl in me.

      “I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” he said, backing me up toward the bed. I unbuttoned his shirt, pulled it off him, and then slipped out of my dress.

      The air between us was charged, and my anticipation rose. I had touched myself over the past two weeks, hoping to relive what I had felt with him, but nothing compared. Nothing satisfied me like having him inside me. He sat me down on the edge of the bed and removed his trousers. I lay back and opened my legs, crying out as he entered me. My sex tightened around his cock as he slowly began to move in and out. Calm and rhythmic at first, the tempo quickly changed until he pulled out of me.

      “Roll over,” he said urgently. “Now.” His voice was stern and coarse.

      I flipped over on my stomach, confused by his harsh tone. My mind battled the sudden change in his demeanor, but my body deferred to the growing sensations of pleasure.

      “Close your eyes,” he yelled as he blocked my face with his forearm. He plunged into me from behind, stretching me as his cock grew even larger, and he drove himself deeper with each stroke. I stifled a scream. I was entirely at his mercy. Every nerve in my body hummed with expectation. I was ready to come and felt my limbs begin to shake, but I willed myself to hold on a bit longer. 

      Our bodies were slick with sweat, and he moved on top of me with desperate savagery. Thrusting into me fiercely as he continued his onslaught almost to the point of pain. His foot stomped the ground, and a deep guttural howl echoed through the room. Animalistic and not of this world. 

      “Please,” I gasped, knowing I couldn’t hold on any longer. Everything in my body seized up in a finite central spot as if it were closing in on itself before exploding into a million pieces. Powerful and strong. And for a moment, it felt as if I had left the world as I knew it.

      I slowly opened my eyes. Keir groaned and carefully pushed himself off of me. I stayed still, my legs too weak to move, and I continued to lay draped over the edge of the bed. There was an edge of fear in the room, and I felt as if I should be afraid. 

      He stood off to the side near one of the large windows. The light of the city silhouetting him in different colors. Several scars lined his back, jagged and thick. He turned and looked at me with blood-red eyes before storming from the room.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    






KEIR

        

      

    

    
      Holy fucking hell.

      I went into my room, grabbed a pair of sweats, and pulled them on.

      What the fuck just happened?

      Bloody fucking Dearil had tried to come out.

      He wanted her. I could feel his fucking lust. Only this was the first time I couldn’t fully control him, even while wearing the amulet. It took everything in my power to hold on as I did. Even then, I felt the metamorphosis as my body began to change from man to water horse. Evie could have been hurt, or worse, she could have seen him.

      Me.

      Us.

      The red eyes of the beast, along with the deathly blue tone to my skin as we coexisted in a maddening dance of monster and man, was downright scary.

      At least the beast was quiet for now.

      Evie. 

      I hurried back to the guest room and found her still sitting on the bed. “Come,” I said, taking her arm.

      Her hands shook as she pulled back. “Y-y-your eyes. They were glowing red.”

      Shite.

      I smiled, hoping to hide my own anxiousness. “Red?” I shook my head, acting confused

      “Yes. When you were standing by the window. Your eyes were red.”

      “It will have been the reflection from the lights of the city,” I explained. “That’s all.”

      “They were that way in the pub too.”

      “Maybe it was from my contacts. I’m not sure. What color are they now?”

      “Gray.”

      “Aye, well then, that’s good to hear. For a second, you had me convinced I was possessed.” I picked her up and carried her into my room. “Now, let’s get cleaned up.” I set her down in my large walk-in shower, turning on the water. “Come here,” I said, opening my arms for her.

      She seemed somewhat recovered and moved closer, joining me under the warm spray. 

      “Did I hurt you?” I squeezed some shower gel into my hand and began to rub her shoulders.

      “No,” she answered quickly, looking down. The deep earthy scent of vetiver, oakmoss, and honeyed orange filled the air.

      I tilted her chin up with my knuckles. A blush covered her cheeks. “Really?”

      “It took me by surprise. I wasn’t expecting you to feel, um, so big that way. I thought I would split it two.”

      “But did I hurt you?” I asked again.

      “No,” she said. “I liked it.”

      I pulled her into my arms. “I would never intentionally hurt you. I just wanted you so badly.”

      “You wanted me?” She sounded surprised.

      “Aye, I did.” It wasn’t a lie. I did want her.

      And so did Dearil.

      I turned off the water and handed her a towel. I shouldn’t have told her that. In the end, I had nothing to offer her. Relationships were out of the question considering my current roommate. Demon monsters don’t make the best company. Not to mention the risk.

      “Here,” I said, taking a t-shirt from my dresser and tossing it to her. She slipped it over her head.

      Bloody hell.

      With her hair tousled around her face and her swollen lips, she looked absolutely ravaged. She was no longer the innocent girl on the plane. Instead, she looked wanton. “I’ll walk you back to the guest bedroom,” I said, clearing my throat.

      If she was disappointed that I wasn’t asking her to sleep in my bed, she didn’t show it. I couldn’t take the chance, not after what just happened. She stopped at the door and turned around. “Good night Keir,” she said, touching my bare chest. “Thank you for letting me stay the night.”

      “Good night Evie.”

      She shut the door behind her, leaving me standing in the hall. I had always been in control, but she had a way of making me feel off-kilter. Like I was one step away from losing everything. No one had ever made me feel that way before. 

      I headed back to my room. The business with Cormac was disturbing. There was no way in hell I would allow that fucking bastard to touch Evie, let alone marry her.

      I removed the towel from around my waist and slipped into bed. My mind raced with thoughts from Bilderberg and the divorce to the Circle of Kings and Cormac Sullivan, but it kept returning to one thing in the end.

      Evie.
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        * * *

      

       

      The following morning, I sat looking out over the city, sipping my tea. My private chef had arrived and made enough food to feed a small army. I had no appetite, and it sat on the counter, getting cold. 

      I had just picked up the newspaper to read it, being old-fashioned enough not to like the digital copies, when the bell on my private elevator dinged.

      Alan was here.

      I stood up and headed to the hallway, adjusting the sleeves on my black Italian suit. Evie was making her way down the stairs. She was dressed in the black dress from the night before and had pulled her hair back into a ponytail. 

      “Good morning,” I said as the elevator doors opened. “Did you sleep well?”

      She smiled. “Yes, thank you.”

      Alan stepped out of the elevator along with another lawyer.

      “Good,” Alan said, setting his briefcase down. “We’re all here. Evie, this is John Roberts. He’s part of our legal team and will be representing you.”

      “It’s a pleasure, Mrs. Wilson,” John said, shaking Evie’s hand.

      “What do you mean representing her?” I asked at the same time as Evie.

      “Why would I need representation?” she continued. “And it’s Young, not Wilson. We’re hardly married.”

      Alan held his hands up. “It’s a bit more complicated. Let’s sit down so we can talk.”

      The men stopped at the counter and got themselves coffee. 

      “You should eat something,” I said to Evie. “You look pale.”

      “No, I couldn’t eat anything. My stomach is in knots.”

      We sat down at the glass dining room table. “How is this complicated? I thought we just had to submit paperwork?” 

      “Aye, well, in order to apply for a simplified procedure, you would have to have lived separate lives for at least a year,” Alan explained. “Which you have not.”

      “So now what?”

      “We’ll have to apply for a regular divorce through the sheriff court. Even then, you will have to prove an irretrievable breakdown of the marriage,” Alan continued.

      “And how do we do that?”

      “You can’t unless one of you wants to claim abuse or adultery. It would ruin both of your reputations.”

      “You could say I was the abuser or a cheater. I don’t care,” Evie said desperately.

      “It’s not that easy, lass. They would want witnesses.” Alan gave her a sympathetic look. “Which we don’t have.” 

      “So, then, what can we do?” I asked.

      “We go in and plead it was a mistake.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Aye. Sir Leonard filed the certificate in Glasgow. I have an appointment with the sheriff court tomorrow. You both need to be there. With any luck, the judge will take pity on you and possibly annul the whole thing.”

      “And if the judge doesn’t agree on an annulment? How long until a divorce is granted?” Evie asked.

      “At best, six months.”

      “And we have to do this in fucking Glasgow?” I felt as if I had a fucking weight on my chest. The pull of its gravity crushing me.

      Bloody fucking hell.

      Leonard, the bastard, was torturing me. This is how he was getting me back for taking over as Grand Master.

      “We do,” Alan said. “I’ve arranged the travel. The plane leaves at two this afternoon.”

      “I can’t just leave the country,” Evie cried. “I have work.”

      “If you want the divorce, you must be there in person. It’s the only way.”

      “Evie, you won’t be there alone. As your solicitor, I will be there with you, and I can speak for you,” John, who had been silent up to this point, spoke up. “Also, I need to inform you that as his wife, you are entitled to half of everything Mr. Wilson owns.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said. “Really, John.” I looked over at Alan. “Where did we find this idiot?”

      “There was no prenup,” John defended himself.

      “I don’t want anything,” Evie said. “I just want the divorce.”

      “Of course, I am going to compensate you. And he’s right, you are entitled to half, but tying the courts up in a fight over money will only prolong the process.”

      “I’ve got some work to finish and a phone call to make before we leave. Alan, can you take Evie home for me.”

      “I can get an Uber. I don’t want to put anyone out.”

      “It’s no trouble,” Alan said, standing up.

      “I’ll come by and get you at half twelve for the airport.” I gave her shoulder a squeeze.

      “I’ll be at the pub. I’ll need to tell Patrick something as to why I’m going to Scotland.”

      “I can call him,” I said. “I’ll tell him I need you to work for me.”

      “I’ll tell him.”

      “I’m sorry, Evie. I promise I’ll make this up to you.”

      I stopped Alan. “A word alone.”

      He followed me out to the patio. “Find out everything you can for me on Cormac Sullivan.”

      “Aye.”

      “And I also want a full audit done on The Irish Rover.”

      “Evie’s brother’s pub?”

      “Aye. There is something not adding up.”
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EVIE

        

      

    

    
      I stopped long enough at the house to take a shower and pack a small suitcase. Thank God I had dry-cleaned the outfits given to me on my last trip to Scotland. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but at least a few of them would be suitable for court. 

      I caught a ride to the pub with Colin, and he was respectful, or more likely ashamed, enough not to ask me any questions. Patrick was sitting at the family booth along with an older gentleman when we arrived. He stood up and pulled me to the corner of the room out of earshot from his guest.

      “Where have you been?” he asked under his breath.

      “You lost the right to ask me questions like that,” I hissed, setting down my suitcase.

      “And where do you think you’re going with that?”

      “Again, that’s none of your business.”

      “Evie, I know you are upset with me, but please don’t cut me out,” he begged. “I had no choice, and I can’t help you if you don’t talk to me.”

      “Keir asked me to work on a flight. He’s headed to Scotland for a few days. I said yes.”

      “Keir?” His eyebrows raised in question. “You’re on a first-name basis?”

      “Mr. Wilson,” I clarified.

      “Is that who you’ve been with this entire time? He left last night when you did.”

      “No. He’s my boss.”

      “And what about the pub?” he asked. “I need you here. I thought we put flight attending on hold for the moment.”

      “No, and the pub is not my problem. I’m doing my share by marrying Cormac. You need to hire more people.”

      “And what about Cormac? Does he know you’re leaving?”

      “Again, not my problem. I figure I have about a year left until I’m married and no longer free to do as I want.”

      “Cormac’s father is here. He wants to discuss the wedding.”

      I glanced at the man sitting at the booth. “Now?”

      “Yes, now.”

      I followed Patrick over to the booth. It had always been our family booth since I could remember. Tucked in the back of the restaurant, it offered a great view of everything that was happening. Cormac’s father stood up as we approached and held his arms out toward me.

      “Evie,” he said, embracing me. “You are a vision.”

      Salt and pepper hair framed a strong face. He looked like Cormac, only older, and I placed him in his late fifties. I tried not to stiffen at his touch. “It’s nice to meet you-”

      “Donovan,” he offered. “But you must call me Da. We’ll be family soon.”

      Hell no.

      I smiled, hoping to cover up the bitter taste in my mouth. 

      “Your brother has so kindly offered to throw an engagement party at the pub on Saturday afternoon,” he continued.

      “How generous of him,” I said dryly. “Where’s Cormac?”

      “Recovering, I’m afraid. He might have overdone it last night.” His hand rubbed his chin. “Your brother and I agree. The sooner the wedding takes place, the better.”

      “How soon?” I asked, sucking in my breath. 

      “Three weeks from now in Ireland. I will cover the cost, of course.”

      I felt like I had been punched in the gut, and what breath I had left stuck in my throat. “Th-three weeks?” I questioned. “I thought we would be engaged for at least a year.”

      “Patrick do you mind giving Evie and me a moment alone,” Donovan suggested.

      “No,” Patrick said, heading to the back office. “Evie, let me know when you’re leaving.”

      Donovan waited for him to disappear entirely before speaking. “You know I picked you for Cormac.”

      I looked into his watery pale eyes. “So I’ve been told.” There was no way I could marry in three weeks. The divorce itself might not happen for six months.

      “You really are quite beautiful.” He slid out of the booth and stood up. “You know it’s estimated that over half of marriages worldwide are arranged.”

      “The problem is I’m marrying a boy, not a man. We need more time to figure each other out.”

      He laughed deep and guttural. “A true assessment.”

      “And yet you would have it be so,” I snapped.

      He grabbed my upper arm hard. His fingers dug into my muscle. “Yes, I would have it be so. Cormac needs someone stable in his life. And you will have a man in your life. Me.”

      I felt the hair rise at the base of my neck and stepped back. His fingers dug in deeper. “I didn’t choose you just for Cormac. I chose you for me.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”

      “It’s just as it sounds,” he said, letting go of my arm. “Cormac will be your husband.” He took a step forward and cupped my face in his hand, brushing his thumb over my lips. “But you’ll belong to me.”

      “No.” I shook my head.

      “Evie. I know you’re a virgin. Your brother assures me of the fact. You’ll need guidance for your first time. Someone to instruct you. Help you through it. I will help you.” A tear slipped down my cheek, and he wiped it away. “Where’s your ring?”

      “I-i-t’s too big.”

      “Where is it?” he repeated.

      “In my purse.”

      “Get it. Now.”

      I fumbled with the zipper on my purse, my hands shaking. The ring was tucked away in a pouch next to my passport. I pulled it out and gave it to him.

      “It seems to fit just fine,” he said, slipping it on my finger. “I picked it out, especially for you. Now you’ll wear it and not take it off. It will help you to remember that you’re not just marrying Cormac. You’re also marrying me and the entire Sullivan empire. We are one of the most powerful families in Northern Ireland-”  

      A knock on the door interrupted what he was going to say next. “I’ll get it,” Patrick said, coming from the office.

      I stepped away from Cormac’s dad as Patrick unlocked the main door.

      “Mr. Young,” Keir said, coming inside. “I’m here for Evie.”

      Keir’s eyes narrowed as he looked over at me. “We’ll need to leave now, Evie, if we are to make it to the airport on time.”

      “About that,” Patrick interjected. “This will be the last time Evie works a trip for you.”

      “Patrick,” I snapped.

      “He’s right,” Donovan said, putting his hands on my shoulders. “Evie will be married soon, and it will no longer be appropriate for her to work.”

      “Evie?” Keir questioned. “Are you all right, lass?”

      “Yes. We should go.”

      “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. I’m Donovan Sullivan. Evie’s soon-to-be father-in-law.” He held out his hand for Keir to shake.

      Keir looked at it but didn’t offer his own in return. “Keir Wilson.”

      “I know who you are, Mr. Wilson. Your reputation precedes you.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t say the same,” Keir looked at his watch. “Evie?”

      I picked up my suitcase, but Keir took it from me.

      “You know, Mr. Wilson, you and your Circle of Kings aren’t as powerful as you think you are,” Donovan said. I saw the muscle in Keir’s jaw clench as his face hardened. “There are those out there that are much more dangerous and ruthless,” he continued. “Vicious monsters that will tear you limb from limb.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” Keir said calmly though his expression didn’t match the coolness of his voice. He turned to leave, keeping his back to both the men. “I’ll have Evie back by Saturday morning.”

      I followed him out the door and into the waiting limousine without saying goodbye. We were halfway to the airport before Keir spoke. “Did you tell your brothers or your fiancé about our weekend in Scotland, specifically about the Circle of Kings?” His voice was like ice, cutting through me to my core.

      “No,” I said. “Of course not.”

      We didn’t speak again until we boarded the plane. Alan, John, and Mac were already seated. I took the warm cloth Simon offered, ignoring the look of surprise in his eyes as I wiped my hands. The seats opposite Alan and John were open, so we sat down in them, fastening our seatbelts.

      “Glad you could join us,” Alan said, noting the time on his phone.

      “We were delayed,” Keir said sharply.

      The men must have picked up on his mood because neither said another word as the plane began taxiing down the runway. Within seconds we were in the air. 

      “You can go to the bedroom,” Keir told me when the plane leveled off.

      “Keir, can we talk-” I started to explain.

      “Not now. Go to the bedroom,” he said between gritted teeth. “We will be headed straight for the courthouse when we land. There will be no time to rest.”

      “But-”

      “Do as I say,” he yelled.

      I felt everyone’s eyes on me, and my cheeks warm with heat. Slowly I stood up and made my way to the back of the plane. Simon stood in the aisle, looking at me. I shrugged my shoulders and shut the bedroom door.

      Apparently, I had been dismissed.
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KEIR

        

      

    

    
      I took a deep breath.

      Anger boiled up inside me, ready to be released on the first person to get in my way.

      Seeing that pathetic, vile man with his hands on Evie had just about been my undoing. I’m surprised Dearil hadn’t made an appearance. He seems to have taken an uncanny liking to her.

      “What’s got you in such a foul mood?” Alan asked. “You didn’t need to take it out on the lass.”

      “I need every bit of fucking information you can find on the bastard Donovan Sullivan,” I snapped.

      Simon set a double whiskey neat on the table in front of me. I picked it up and downed it. “I’ll take another.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Donovan knew about the Circle of Kings. Everyone in the group had signed an NDA, and while I didn’t trust any of the other men, I knew them enough to know they would never casually talk about it. Someone said something.

      The question was, who? 

      “He’s listed as Cormac’s father.” Alan handed me a file. “The information you requested.”

      I opened it and scanned the pages. There was nothing remarkable. Born in Belfast, the bastard Cormac went to school in the United States at a private boy’s school back east. He had numerous arrests for stealing, underage drinking, drugs, and a possible assault on a woman. All of which were dropped. He was kicked out of university and now works for his father.

      “Fucking idiot,” I said.

      “Who are these men to you?” Alan asked.

      “They’re nothing to me. But they are threatening Evie and her family.” I set the file down on the table.

      “Now that makes sense,” Alan said, pulling another file from his briefcase. “The information you wanted on The Irish Rover. The financials don’t add up. I’m surprised they haven’t been audited by the government yet.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Money laundering.”

      “Shite,” I said. The implications of money laundering were severe. It could land her brothers in prison. I doubted Evie knew. It would crush her. Now I would have to get involved regardless of what she said. Even if our marriage wasn’t real, any association with the business could ruin my career and everything I’ve worked toward. I might be a monster, and my way of doing things could definitely be called into question, but when it came to my business, I always did things by the book. “This reeks of Donovan Sullivan. Evie hinted that the Sullivans had something over her father and brother.”

      “This could be it. I’ll dig a bit deeper,” Alan said. “You know you were rough on her. She didn’t deserve that.”

      “Aye, well, hopefully, it will all be over after tomorrow, and we can go on with our lives.”

      Alan shook his head. “You could at least go back and apologize.”

      “It’s best left as it is.” I couldn’t go back if I wanted to. The image of Donovan with his hands on her was seared into my mind.

      She looked frightened.

      Dearil wasn’t the only one feeling possessive.

      I was too, and it was a feeling I wasn’t used to, nor could I afford to feel.

      “You need to decide on a settlement before tomorrow, or you risk the courts giving her half of your assets.”

      “Maybe she deserves half,” I snapped.

      “Keir, I’m being serious. I’ll come up with some numbers that the court would actually believe.”

      Simon brought me another whiskey, and I finished it in two gulps. The bitter taste of spiced fruit and smoke was thick in my mouth. It helped to dampen the rage. “Will you make sure Miss Young gets something to eat,” I told him.

      “Yes, sir.”

       I closed my eyes and let the scotch settle into my body until it left me with only one singular thought.

      The Circle of Kings had been compromised.
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        * * *

      

      We landed in Edinburgh ten hours later. It was going on eight in the morning. 

      “It would have made more sense to fly into Glasgow,” Alan commented.

      “I won’t stay in that God-forbidden city, and you know it. It’s bad enough I have to return there today. No thanks to bloody Leonard.”

      Evie came out of the back cabin dressed in the burgundy sweater and skirt. “Keir, can we speak for a moment?”

      “Aye.” I grabbed my suit jacket and slipped it on. She looked beautiful, and no matter how hard I tried to deny my attraction to her, I couldn’t.

      She came over to me and lowered her voice. “I never told my brothers or Cormac anything about that weekend.”

      “I know,” I said quickly. “I never thought you did.”

      “Then why didn’t you say so.”

      “Look, it’s going to be a long day. It’s best if we focus on that now, and hopefully, by tonight, we can put this behind us.”

      Mac popped his head in from the plane’s entrance. “The cars are ready. I’ll get the luggage.”

      Evie grabbed her coat and purse, and I took her hand, leading her down the stairs.

      We decided it would be best if Mac took our luggage to my residence in Edinburgh while Alan, John, Evie, and I traveled to Glasgow until he could meet us there. I opened the back door of the black Range Rover and helped her in, then went around to the other side and got in the seat next to her. Alan and John both sat up front, with Alan driving.

      “John and I each submitted a writ to the court, which they denied because you don’t meet the requirements, so this proof is your opportunity to plead your case to the sheriff,” Alan said, turning onto the M8.

      “Why wouldn’t they agree?” Evie asked.

      “Scotland has strict laws on divorce,” John answered. “But Mr. Wilson has a name with a lot of clout. Hopefully, it will help in this matter.”

      The car sped along the motorway between Scotland’s two biggest cities. I was busy looking at email on my mobile when Evie spoke. “What’s that,” she said, pointing out the window.

      “It’s the Kelpies,” Alan explained.

      “Kelpies?” she questioned. “They look like horses.”

      My chest tightened. It was just another bloody fucking thing I hated about going to Glasgow. 

      “They are water horses. Supernatural creatures that haunt Scotland’s rivers, burns, and lochs waiting to lure passing travelers to their watery grave,” Alan explained.

      “They’re beautiful,” Evie said.

      I shook my head. They were steel monstrosities that stood over ten stories high. A diabolical statue of the fucking beast that resided in me. And salt in a wound every time I saw them.

      “Don’t let their beauty deceive you, lass,” John said. “They’re wicked creatures. Shapeshifters that come to shore as handsome young men only to woo their victims into the water and devour them, throwing the entrails onto the shore. Or they appear like a beautiful black horse with wings and hooves reversed like Satan himself.”

      “You’ll scare her if you carry on like that.” I put my hand on her thigh and gave it a squeeze.

      She laughed. “I would hardly be scared over a child’s tale.”

      “But it’s not a child’s tale,” John emphasized. “Robert Burns even wrote of them in his poem  Address to the Devil:

      
        
        Then water-kelpies haunt the foord

        By your direction,

        An’ nighted trav’lers are allur’d

        To their destruction.”

      

      

      “He’s right,” Alan seconded. “Scotland might be steeped in superstition, but it’s best not to tempt fate. You have to remember there’s always some truth to every tale.”

      Glasgow sat ahead. It was covered in dark gray skies pungent with inevitable rain. A perfectly depressing representation of the city’s rampant unemployment, deprivation, inequality, and alarmingly high mortality rate. It was known as the ‘Glasgow effect’. Where residents were thirty percent more likely to die young. I swore I would never come back after I escaped. Yet here I was.

      We crossed over the river Clyde, and Alan exited the motorway, turning down several streets until we came to the courthouse. He parked the car.

      “Perhaps we should have a brief confab,” I said. “And you two can tell us what to expect so we are on the same page before we go in.”

      “It will just be us and the summary sheriff,” Alan explained. “The sheriff will ask questions regarding your reasons for divorce. At this point, like I said earlier, you don’t qualify unless-”

      “I won’t lie under oath,” Evie interrupted.

      “We wouldn’t expect you to lie,” John said.

      I shook my head. “No one is lying.”

      There were twenty-five courts in the building, and we were in Court Six. As was customary, a constable sat in the back to maintain law and order in case things were to spiral out of control. We sat at the semi-circular table in the well of court in front of the clerk’s station with Alan and myself on one side and John and Evie on the other. When the sheriff entered, we all stood, and the clerk swore us in.

      Patricia Mays, our judge, and jury, sat down at the bench and adjusted her wig. “So, we are here to discuss the divorce of Mr. and Mrs. Wilson. Let’s keep this informal today.”

      “Yes, your Ladyship,” Alan said. “I am Alan Mundell, Mr. Wilson’s solicitor.

      She looked over at John and Evie. “And I’m John Roberts, Mrs. Wilson’s solicitor, your Ladyship.

      “Well, now that we have that over with, let’s get down to business. Mr. and Mrs. Wilson, is it true that after only a little more than two weeks of marriage, you seek to divorce each other.”

      “Yes, your Ladyship. That is the case,” Alan said.

      “I would like to hear from Mr. and Mrs. Wilson.”

      “Yes, your Ladyship,” I spoke up. “We are hoping to divorce as soon as possible.”

      “Yet, you meet none of the requirements according to the writs you submitted.”

      “No, your Ladyship, but it is our hope that can be overlooked, and the divorce expedited.”

      “Please do not make a mockery of my courtroom and Scottish law. I know who you are, Mr. Wilson and you won’t be able to buy yourself out of this one. So, may I ask, why did you get married?” The sheriff asked.

      “The circumstances seemed right at the time,” I said vaguely.

      “And now?”

      “I realized that I was too hasty with my decision. I could never give Evie what she deserves.”

      “And what does she deserve, Mr. Wilson?”

      “She deserves a man that can give a hundred percent of himself to her, your Ladyship.”

      The judge had the audacity to roll her eyes. “And you can’t do that?”

      “No, your Ladyship.” I looked across at Evie, but she kept her face blank.

      “And what are your thoughts, Mrs. Wilson?” the sheriff asked.

      “I agree that the only way forward is to divorce,” she said softly, then hastily added. “Your Ladyship.”

      “You and Mr. Wilson exchanged vows, did you not?”

      “Yes, we did.”

      “And do vows mean so little to you?”

      “N-n-no, your Ladyship. On the contrary, they mean everything to me,” Evie stammered.

      “But not enough to give your marriage a shot. This is not America, Mrs. Wilson,” the judge said the last part under her breath. “Mr. Wilson, do you have anything to add?”

      “This is not Evie’s fault. It was because of greed that I forced her to marry me. Unfortunately, I cannot be her husband. I am more monster than man.”

      “Forced her?”

      “I agreed to marry Keir,” Evie spoke up.   

      “And do you think he is a monster?”

      Evie looked over at me. “No. He is an honorable man.”

      “Do you care for Mrs. Wilson?” the judge asked me point blank.

      “Yes, I care for her deeply. That is why we must divorce.”

      “And from what I understand, you never had a pre-nuptial agreement.”

      “No, your Ladyship,” I said. “We did not.”

      “You know she is entitled to half your estate?”

      “Yes, your Ladyship.”

      “I don’t want any of his money. This is not about money,” Evie interjected.

      “I’m prepared to offer Evie a settlement of twenty million dollars. I would never leave her without some type of compensation.”

      “I don’t want your money. I won’t accept it.”

      “You know, Mr. Wilson, you come in here thinking you are above the rules asking for a divorce and wanting it now. The thing is, I’m not going to grant it to you. I think you two really care for each other. There are no signs of unreasonable behavior. No claims of adultery. You are more than welcome to apply for separation, and if in a year you still want to divorce, I will grant it to you then. During this time, you will be responsible for all of her upkeep.”

      “No,” Evie cried. “Please, your Ladyship.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Wilson. My decision is final.” And with that, the judge got up and left.

      “We can appeal,” John said to Evie, putting a hand on her back as we left.

      “Without a real reason, it would never go through. I’ll file for the separation,” Alan said, holding the courtroom door open. “That is our only option. You can live separate lives, and in a year, we will refile.”

      “I’m so sorry, Evie,” I said. “I never thought this would happen.”

      She shook her head, and tears formed in her eyes. “What am I going to do now?”

      Mac met us in the hallway. “The media is swarming outside.”

      “How do they even know that we’re here?” I asked. This nightmare was getting worse. 

      “I’ll go and pull the car around to the front,” Alan said. 

      “Wilson,” a voice called out to me. I turned and saw Sir Leonard seated on a bench.

      “Bloody hell,” I said. “I should have known you were behind this. Do you know Patricia Mays? Is she in your pocket?”

      “I don’t,” he said, standing up. “But I’m not surprised that you are divorcing.”

      “Well, you’ll be pleased to know we’re not. It wasn’t granted.”

      “That’s not why I’m here,” he said, pulling me to the side. “You need to call the Circle of Kings together.”

      My concern was piqued. We rarely met more than once a year. “Why?”

      “The Patels are dead.”

      “Dead? How?” I asked, shocked.

      “They were headed to France when their helicopter went down.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said, letting the news sink in. “When did this happen?”

      “Three days ago,” he said. “The media and news have deemed it an accident, but I saw the original police report, which was alarming.”

      “How so.?”

      “The crash was a cover-up.” 

      “You know for sure?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I rubbed my chin, thinking. “What are you saying?”

      “That we need to warn everyone in the circle.”

      “You think we are in danger?”

      “Yes. I received this in the mail the other day.” He pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his coat and handed it to me.

      The address was typed, and there was no return address. Inside was a single sheet of paper. On it, a message read: Death is everywhere. I folded the letter up and returned it to him.

      “I understand your concern. But to gather everyone takes planning.”

      “Set it up for next weekend,” he practically ordered.

      Bloody bastard.

      Here it was. The reason for him coming to me. I shook my head. “Then you can call everyone and let them know if you’re so concerned.”

      “This takes precedence,” Leonard said. “Set up the meeting next weekend. This has to be done in person. Phone calls can be intercepted.”

       “Hell no. You know perfectly well Bilderberg is next weekend. If it’s so important then, we’ll meet tomorrow. We can do it in the morning at my office in Edinburgh.”

      “That won’t give everyone enough time to get there.” 

      “That’s their problem, not mine,” I said, cutting him off. “I’ll have my assistant contact you with the details. And by the way, do I have you to thank for the fucking circus out there?”

      “No, that’s all on you and your reputation.” His eyes narrowed, and he motioned with his head toward Evie. “She is too good for you, but since you dragged her into your fucking mess, you better watch her back too. The Patels’ wives were also in the helicopter.”

      “That sounds like a fucking threat,” I said, getting in his face. “You leave Evie out of this.”

      “It’s not a threat. It’s a warning,” he countered calmly. I watched him walk off before returning to the group. 

      “What’s Sir Leonard doing here?” Evie asked.

      “He’s just here to torture me,” I said, smiling. I didn’t want to alarm her with his news. We still had the reporters to deal with. I put my arm around her protectively. “It will be rough out there until we get in the car. Stay close to me.”

      Mac went ahead of us, and John walked on the other side of Evie. As soon as the doors opened, camera flashes started going off, and questions were hurled at us.

      I turned Evie’s face into my chest, and John took his jacket off, holding it up so it blocked our faces as best it could. “I’ve got you,” I whispered in her ear. “We’re almost there.” I felt someone tug on my free arm, and I turned and stopped in my tracks. “Get her to the car,” I yelled at Mac. 

      My father stood in front of me. “It’s me, son. Your Da.”

      Everything in my body turned to ice, and the bitter taste of hate filled my mouth. I was once again the young teenager he used to beat the shite out of. “You must be mistaken. My father is dead.”

      He reached out and touched my arm. “Son, please,” he said.

      I looked into his watery gray eyes and the tiny broken blood vessels that covered his large red nose. Evidence of a life of hard drinking.

      “Like I said, my father is dead.”
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      The thought of being worried never entered my mind as Mac helped me into the car while the frenzy of paparazzi snapped photos of us. I was still in shock by the judge’s decision and what I would do now with Cormac and his father, to think of them.

      “Are you all right?” Keir asked, getting in beside me. His voice was clipped, and he looked angry.

      “Yes, I think so,” I answered, looking outside at the crowd that had gathered. “Do they always come out to take pictures of you?”

      “Not typically. Leonard must have tipped them off.” He leaned forward to speak to Alan. “Get us the hell out of this bloody city.”

      “Who was the man that stopped you?” Alan asked as he pulled the car out into the traffic that had formed. “He looked like he knew you.”

      “No,” Keir snapped. “He was just some deranged man rambling on about nothing.” He turned back to me. “Are you sure you’re all right? You look pale.”

      I tried to bite back the tears that threatened to come. “I’m fine.”

      “Mac will do his best to stop the tabloids from printing anything,” he said. “I don’t think they got a clear shot of you.”

      That got my attention. “Clear shot?”

      “Aye, of your face.”

      “You mean this could be in the papers?” I suddenly realized the significance. I couldn’t risk anyone back home seeing my picture plastered on the front of a tabloid.

      “It most likely will.”

      “Not American papers?”

      “Mac will do his best to prevent it. I’m so sorry, Evie.”

      I felt the bile in my already nauseous stomach rise up the back of my throat. If Cormac or Donovan found out I was married, they would hurt or, even worse, kill my brothers. “I think I might be sick.”

      “Take a deep breath,” Keir said, rubbing my back. “You haven’t eaten anything all day. You’re hungry.”

      “Shall I pull over?” Alan asked.

      “No, I’m fine. I’ll be okay.”

      “Find a place where we can eat. Something with some privacy,” Keir added.

      “Honestly, don’t make a fuss. I’m feeling better. It was just the shock of the news.”

      “Only if you’re sure,” Keir said.

      “I’m sure.”

      He moved closer to me, putting his arm around me. “Close your eyes, darling.”

      I wasn’t sure if he meant to call me the term of endearment or if it just slipped out, but I had never heard him use the word before. Either way, I leaned my head against his shoulder and welcomed whatever strength he offered, blocking out the rest of the world and my problems.

      I must have dozed off because we were in Edinburgh when I opened my eyes.

      “Drop us off at the penthouse,” Keir said to Alan.

      “I booked Evie a room at the Balmoral along with us.”

      “Aye, well, I want to make sure she’s okay,” he said. “I’ll drop her there later.”

      We pulled up in front of a large sandstone building in the middle of the World Heritage Site in New Town. It was just a few yards from Edinburgh’s commercial center. Keir poked his head back in the car after we got out. “Have Evie’s luggage brought back here, in case she wants to freshen up. And schedule a meeting with the Circle of Kings at the office tomorrow morning.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Keir took my hand and led me up to the communal entrance. “There’s no lift, so we have to take the stairs. We went up three flights to the top floor. The penthouse flat occupied the entire level. He unlocked the door, opened it, and we went inside.

      “Another one of your residences?” I asked, looking around.

      “Aye, the first place I ever purchased. I’m not one for hotels. I like my own stuff.”

      “It’s amazing.” I stood at the window, looking out an incredible view of the city.

      “I’ll show you the best part later,” he said. “But for now, we need to get you something to eat. There’s a small brassiere just down the road.”

      I rubbed my forehead, the weight of the morning crashing down upon my shoulders. “Um, when are we headed back home?”

      “Tomorrow. I need to give the flight crew time to recoup, and I have a meeting in the morning.”

      I felt myself starting to panic. I needed to be home to deal with things. “Maybe I should try and catch a flight home tonight.”

      “Come here,” he said, pulling me into his arms. “I know today didn’t work out how we wanted, but I promise you I will think of a solution. I got you into this, and I won’t abandon you. You’re not going anywhere until I get you something to eat, and we can talk.”

      His words and touch helped ground me for a moment. “Okay?”

      “All right.” I nodded.

      The café was a few blocks from his flat. Keir got us a quiet table in the back. “Would you like a glass of wine?” he asked.

      “Sure.” My stomach was still upset, but hopefully, I could eat something.

      We placed our orders with the waitress, and she returned with the wine, pouring us each a glass. Keir buttered a piece of bread and handed it to me. “Eat this first.”

      I nibbled on the bread, and after a few bites, I started to feel better.

      He held up his glass. “Slange lass.

      “Slange,” I repeated. “What does it mean?”

      “Good health,” he said, setting his glass down. “I am sorry about today.”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure what I will tell my brothers. Especially Patrick.”

      “I will speak to him.” He reached over and covered my hand with his. “I told you before as long as we are married, I will take care of you as my wife.”

      “I appreciate it, Keir, but I think it would be better if I spoke to Patrick myself. There’s a lot more involved here. And now I have to worry about the papers.”

      “I understand, but I’m a great negotiator.”

      “There is nothing to negotiate. My only hope is to convince Cormac that we wait a year.”

      “You can’t marry the bastard,” he said. “I’ll speak with your brother and see what we can work out.”

      “When we get back, we’re not going to be able to see each other again,” I said. There was a part of me that regretted saying the words. In a different world under different circumstances, perhaps. Who was I kidding? I was never his type and would never be his type. He said so himself that all his relationships were based on contracts and people who understood his lavish lifestyle. “We have to agree to keep to the terms of the separation, or the time starts over.”

      “I know,” he said regretfully. “I will support you financially and in any other way I can.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want your money, Keir.”

      “I know you don’t, but it’s there for you if you change your mind.”

      We finished our meal, and he paid the bill. As we were on our way home, he stopped me. “Will you spend the night with me?” he asked. “Not because I’ve forced you but because you want to.”

      “You want me to spend the night with you?”

      “Aye, I do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because for once in my life, I want to pretend that I’m worthy.”
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      Evie stopped walking and stared at me. “Pretend you’re worthy? That makes no sense. You are Keir Wilson, the most eligible bachelor in the UK. The sexiest man alive. Women throw themselves at you. You could have anyone you wanted and be worthy of it.”

      “I want you.” It was that simple.

      I wanted her. 

      But that’s how it usually went for me. I always wanted what I couldn’t have.

      A father who loved me and didn’t beat the shite out of me as a kid.

      I pushed him out of my mind. He was dead to me.

      “We’re getting divorced, and we’re supposed to be separated. We can’t keep doing this. It could cost me everything.”

      “I know.” I wished I could offer her more, but it was impossible. There is no way I could be married. I was half monster. She would never want to be with me if she knew the truth. “One night, Evie, then we’ll go our separate ways. I promise. Unless that is, you don’t want to be with me.”

      “It’s not that Keir. I do want to be with you.”

      I hadn’t realized I had been holding my breath, and I let it out in a deep sigh. The entire day had been a bloody mess. From seeing my father to the news Leonard delivered. I couldn’t take any more disappointment. There was a long pause as she stood there hesitantly, and doubt crept back in like a silent specter. “Please don’t say but.”

      She shook her head and walked over to a wrought iron fence, looking out over the gardens and Edinburgh castle. I put my hand on her shoulders, kissing the back of her neck. “Evie.”

      “I’ll stay,” she said, turning to face me.

      I took her mouth in mine, kissing her softly. “Thank you.”

      We walked the rest of the way down the esplanade to my flat. It was early November, and the sky was already beginning to darken as evening approached. “I’ve never brought a girl back here.” I unlocked the door. “Not to any of my homes except for you the other night.”

      “Margot never stayed the night with you?” she asked, surprised.

      “No, I told you our relationship was never like that.”

      “Are you trying to make me feel special?” she joked. “Because I bet I’m also the only girl you’ve ever married.”

      “I was being serious.” I went into the kitchen. “Whiskey or wine?”

      “Wine.”

      I poured myself a generous dram of Scotch and opened a bottle of Pinot Noir. “Come,” I said, handing her a glass. She followed me up a narrow spiral staircase to my private roof terrace. Unrivaled panoramic views of the city surrounded us as its famous landmarks began to glow and twinkle with lights, and the sun dimmed into the horizon. We sat down on the outdoor couch. 

      “This is spectacular,” she said, pulling the sleeves of her jumper down. “I never would have guessed this was up here.” 

      “Aye. It was the reason I originally purchased the place.” I pulled a blanket from the back of the couch. “Are you cold?” I asked, covering us.

      “A little.”

      I clicked on the gas firepit and put my arm around her. She pulled her legs up, settling against my chest.

      “I told you I was never close to my father,” I said as I took her hand in mine. This would normally be a taboo topic for me, but I felt the need to explain myself to her.

      “Yes.”

      “He was a mean man. Angry and bitter. A right bastard. The last time he took his fists to me, I was sixteen. I was already taller than him, and even given that, I never put up a fight until then. I had qualified for the Advanced Highers in school. He wanted me to drop out and find work. I told him no. This was my way into a top university. My way to freedom. Like I said, I used to never fight back when he was in one of his rages, but that day I did. He punched me and told me I was a loser who would never amount to anything, so I hit him back and knocked him out. Two years later, I got into Cambridge on a full scholarship, and I never saw him again until today,” I revealed.

      “The man outside the courthouse,” she guessed.

      “Aye. It was him. Only now, he doesn’t look scary. He just looks old and pathetic.” I had never spoken about him to anyone in my life.

      “I’m sorry, Keir.”

      I ran my thumb over the top of her knuckles. “Don’t be. It was just a shock seeing him. Being back in Glasgow reawakened some ghosts I wasn’t ready to have resurrected.” Dark clouds covered the night sky, obscuring the moon.

      “Do you think Sir Leonard was behind him being there?” she asked.

      “I’m sure of it.” I let go of her hand and rested it on her thigh. “You can’t marry Cormac,” I said, changing the subject.”

      “You said that earlier, but I don’t have a choice. Donovan will hurt Patrick. He’s already hurt, Sean.”

      “You are very loyal to them,” I said. “Your brothers.”

      “I might be mad at Patrick, but I will always love him, and I’ll always be there for him.”

      “You really believe in love.” It wasn’t a question. I was just amazed at her convictions.

      “Of course I do.”

      “It’s a sacred emotion,” I faltered. “One I’ve never felt before.”

      “You’ve never loved anyone?” she asked, surprised. “Or had someone love you?”

      “No.”

      “Do you not think you’re worthy of love,” she interjected. “Is that why you claimed you wanted to feel like you are worthy?”

      “Perhaps,” I took a sip of my whiskey. “Being loved or loving someone gives a person meaning. It never really mattered to me until now.”

      “What’s different now?” she asked innocently.

      I didn’t answer at first, letting the question resonate within me. The air had grown heavy between us. “I met you,” I finally said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are very special, Evie. You make me feel that real love, sacred love is possible.” I shouldn’t have said it, but knowing we only had tonight, I didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to be vulnerable for the first time in my life. “I trust you.” I leaned over and kissed her. Dearil, the fucking bastard, had stayed quiet since his last appearance, and I prayed it would stay that way.

      Her hand caressed my cheek as she looked into my eyes. “I trust you too.”

      Words said so naively. It was just a few weeks ago I, for all practical purposes, kidnapped her and stole her virtue. She had no reason to trust me.

      I was a monster.

      Yet at the moment, I believed her.

      At least I wanted to believe her.

      What I should do is stop. But I was selfish, and I wanted her.

      She moved, so she straddled my lap and started to unbutton my shirt. I deepened the kiss, stopping only to pull the jumper she wore over her head as we undressed each other in a flurry of clothes. She stopped and looked around nervously, her cheeks turning a lovely shade of rose.

      “No one can see us up here,” I reassured her. Her innocence and lack of experience were intoxicating. I might not have brought women back to my various homes to spend the night, but I was definitely no saint.

      She deserved better.

      I pushed the thought away as my hand skimmed over her breast. She resituated herself on top of me. The flames from the firepit cast a glow upon her, highlighting her slight curves, and my cock grew hard against her sex.

      “Touch yourself,” I demanded.

      The color in her cheeks darkened. “Keir.”

      “You heard me.”

      She rose up on her knees, and her hand went between her legs as two of her fingers began to circle her clit.

      “That’s it,” I whispered. “Good girl.” I ripped open the package of a condom and quickly slid it on. We had been careful to take precautions since our mistake on the first night. That was until Dearil came out. The condom tore last night, but I didn’t let Evie know.

      I leaned forward and removed her hand, replacing it with my mouth. She stiffened and started to protest. “Keir-”

      My hand came down on her bottom in a searing smack. “Hold still,” I warned.

      She quieted instantly.

      “Christ, you’re already wet.” I spread her lips apart and ran my tongue from her precious cunt to her clit. She tasted clean and sweet. Her legs started to shake as I continued to suck and lick her folds. “Not yet, darling.”

      I guided my cock to her entrance, and a low moan escaped her as she slowly lowered herself down, stretching to accommodate me until I was fully inside her. 

      “That’s it,” I said, taking her mouth in mine so she could taste her own desire. She began to move up and down, finding a rhythm. Each stroke built upon the last in torturous delight as I devoured her with my tongue. I grabbed her hips and pulled her down until my cock was buried in her folds to the hilt. She cried out and struggled to push herself off me, but I held her there. “You’re mine.” She was stretched to the limit, and I could feel her passage tighten around me. I needed her to know what it felt like to have all of me. I needed her to remember. “Tell me you’re mine,” I said, spanking her bottom again.

      She flinched, which caused her to grind even deeper onto me. “I’m yours,” she groaned.

      “Aye, don’t forget it.” My thumb found her clit, and I began to massage it. I could feel her body begin to tremble. “That’s it, darling,” I said, shifting her to her back on the couch so I was on top of her. I picked up where she left off, thrusting my cock in and out at an almost frenzied pace until I felt her orgasm begin to take her. She called out my name, and my own release came hard and fast. When we recovered, I rolled off her and disposed of the condom before pulling her onto my lap.

      “You drive me mad,” I said, kissing her on top of her head. The air around us was heavy with fog as the har from the ocean moved inland. I felt her shiver as the chilly mist dampened our skin and covered her with the blanket.

      “What happened here?” Evie asked, running her hand over a sinewy scar on my chest in the shape of a starburst. “I never noticed it before.”

      It was where Dearil entered me for the first time. I thought I had been shot or stabbed. The pain was so intense. “It’s nothing. An old battle wound.”

      “I thought we were being honest with each other,” she said, glancing up at me. “At least for tonight.”

      I shook my head. “Fine, you won’t believe me, but I was bitten by a monster.”

      She pushed herself off me, frowning. “Guess what? You’re right. I don’t believe you.”     

      “Let’s go inside. We’ll catch our death of cold out here.” I turned off the firepit and stood up, taking her hand and leading her down the staircase to my bedroom.

      I wasn’t sure why I was nervous, but I was. I had slept next to her on the island and on the plane. This would be no different. But there was a difference. I had feelings for her now. There was something to be lost. Before, it was just Bilderberg. Now it was something more profound.

      “Come here,” I said, pulling her down on the bed beside me. If this was to be my last time with her, I wanted it to be tender. Not the desperate and heated need for each other we were used to. I kissed her gently on her lips, feeling them part slightly so I could explore deeper. “Shh, not so fast,” I whispered as my hand caressed her cheek. “I want to take this slow.”

      The pulse on her neck beat at a furious pace, and I hoped to calm it with my kisses, moving my way down to her collarbones and then to her breasts. “You’re so beautiful, my darling lass.”

      Everything about her turned me on, from the smell of her hair to the feel of her skin beneath my hands.

      And she was mine.

      I opened her thighs with my knee, settling my cock at her entrance. She would be sore, no doubt, so I pushed in as gently as possible. 

      Her eyes widened, and her lips rounded into a small circle as she hissed in a breath. I stilled and allowed her time to adjust. “It will get better. Relax, you can take me.”

      I gave it a few moments before pressing deeper until I was fully buried in her. She let out a small cry, and I pulled back ever so slightly, then pushed in again, repeating the motion over and over until we fell into a slow and deliberate pattern. She wrapped her legs around me, having adjusted to the feel of me once again. I propped myself on my elbow and brushed a tendril of hair off her forehead, taking in each feature of her face. Her pouty lips. The pale freckles that dotted her nose. Her dark lashes.

      “Open your eyes, darling,” I said.

      Her eyes opened languidly as if the effort was overwhelming. “Look at me.” Dark green met my gray in a blurry haze, and I could see every emotion play out in their depths. Time stopped, and with each stroke, I hoped to forever leave my mark. If I couldn’t have her, I wanted to make sure she would never forget me, even if I had to brand my name on her very being.

      Her surrender came softly as I felt her last barrier give way, and I knew I owned not only her body but her soul. “That’s it, Evie,” I said, increasing the tempo slightly as she arched her back, meeting me thrust for thrust in our final push to become one.

      “Keir,” my name rolled off her lips.

      “I know, darling,” I answered as desire took over, and we found each other in the dark depths of oblivion.

      As I slowly came back to myself, I pulled her back to my chest, spooning her in the protection of my arms. I didn’t want the moment to end. The connection between us to be broken.

      I held her in silence until I thought her asleep before speaking. The room was pitch black, and the only sound was the occasional content sigh that left her. While I didn’t want to say what I had to say, I knew I must. She deserved the truth. She deserved to be safe, even if it meant me hurting her to do so.

      “I would stay married to you if I could,” I said quietly. “I want nothing more than to protect you from the nightmare you are returning to. But it’s impossible, lass.”

      She shifted in my arms, and I thought I had woken her for a second until she relaxed back against me.

      “I told you before I had a monster inside me, and I wasn’t lying,” I explained. “He shares my body, and I know his thoughts and feelings just as he knows mine. He makes me a dangerous man. A violent man. A cold man. And for those reasons alone, I could never risk your safety.”

      “I told you I don’t believe you,” she answered in a hushed voice. “You’re projecting your past and what you went through onto who you are today. You’re no monster. You just think you don’t deserve a good life.”

      She caught me off guard, and I stumbled on my next words. “E-Evie, I’m not lying, lass, and this is not in my head. Trust me, I’ve been to every doctor in Scotland and the States to try and figure it out. And while it defies any laws of nature known to man, it is the truth.”

      “You’re scared,” she accused.

      “The only thing I’m scared of is hurting you.”
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        * * *

      

      I sat at the head of the conference table with Sir Leonard to my left and Rhys to my right, waiting.

      “Where is he?” Leonard asked, looking at his watch.

      “I doubt Aidan’s coming. He never returned the messages Alan left him,” I answered. “But I can tell you he wasn’t in a good frame of mind the last time I saw him.”

      “Understandably so,” Rhys added somewhat sympathetically.

      “You never told me you saw him,” Leonard spat. The harsh glare from the overhead fluorescent lights reflected off his bald head, making him look like he just crawled out from his grave. 

      “I didn’t know I was supposed to report to you,” I said coolly, raising a brow. “He came to me earlier this week in an uproar. I told him he needed to find a place where he wouldn’t be disturbed and come to terms with whatever he needed to. Alone.” 

      Rhys nodded at me. “Sound advice.” 

      “I believe that was the advice you gave me.” I cocked my head toward Leonard. “Wasn’t it?”

      He gave a short huff, not quite a sneer, as his mouth twisted in disdain.

      “You called this meeting Leonard.” I pointed out. “Rhys knows the Patels are dead. So, what now?”

      “There is still a threat against the Circle of Kings. I received another warning.” Leonard pulled a handkerchief from his coat pocket and wiped his damp forehead. 

      “What did it say?” What I initially mistook for arrogance in Leonard I could see now was distress. “Same type of warning. That we needed to watch our backs. It was left under the mat at my front door.” Leonard passed me the note, and I scanned it, handing it to Rhys. “I’ve moved Lily to a safe location, and I suggest you do the same with Evie,” he said to me. “And you’ll need to find Aiden and tell him.”

      “Duly noted.” I gave him a tight smile. “Is there anything else?”

      “We need to replace the Patels as soon as possible.”

      “Fine.”

      “This can’t be put off,” Leonard emphasized. “I’ll send you a list of potential prospects.”

      “I’ll arrange something after Bilderberg.” I stood up, ending the meeting. “It’s been a pleasure, gentlemen, but I have a plane to catch. A regibus intus potential jacet.”

      “A regibus intus potential jacet,” Rhys and Leonard repeated, standing up.

      “Keir, let me know the date. And give me more warning next time,” Rhys said, leaving out the main door as I headed to the door attached to my office.

      “Wilson.” Leonard stopped me. “A king’s power lies within.”

      “I know what our motto means,” I snapped. I was tired of him trying to undermine me.

      “Do you?” He took hold of my arm. “Because you do everything to fight it. You must rise up and accept your fate, or it will destroy you.”

      “Don’t talk to me about fate, you auld bastard. I didn’t ask for this beast inside me, and I certainly won’t accept it.”

      “And you will never come into your power if you don’t. You say you want things like Bilderberg and to be Grand Master, but you know nothing of your potential. And I’ve told you that whatever monster dwells in you, you conjured it yourself. It is your fate, just like it was Rhys’ fate and my fate, and Aiden’s fate. Just like it will be the next lad’s fate.”

      I shrugged out of his grip and put my hand on the doorknob, opening the door.

      “This threat isn’t the same as what happened on your island.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I paid Brendan to sabotage it. I thought if I scared you and Evie, you would give up the ruse.”

      I turned and grabbed him by the front of his dress shirt. “You bloody fucking bugger. She could have been seriously injured.”  

      “Aye, well, you should never have brought her into your farce of a marriage. You’re not ready to be Grand Master. You’re weak. You’ll put the Circle of Kings in jeopardy.”

      And then I saw it.

      Fear.

      It lay deep in his eyes. “I’m not the weak one you are,” I spat, letting go of him.

      “The Patels were drained of all their blood before they died.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me,” Leonard spat. “What threatens us now is not of this world.”

      “Are you suggesting it’s one of us?”

      “No, but it’s like us.”

      I thought of Donovan’s comment.

      “You always refer to Dearil as if you and he are separate beings,” Leonard said cunningly.

      I shifted uncomfortably at the use of the beast’s name. I had never once talked of him or said his name out loud.

      “You didn’t think I knew about your kelpie king?”

      “Make your point,” I said under my breath. “My patience is wearing very thin.”

      “You are the same. He is you, and you are him. Not everyone gets a true king. It is rare. Kings are meant to rule, yet you throw it away so easily.”

       He didn’t speak from envy but from experience. I could hear it in his voice. The burden of responsibility. “Then why have you thrown it away?”

      “I didn’t. Things have shifted, and I don’t think I will be here much longer. It’s imperative that you rise up, or you risk losing everything. You need to keep Evie away from all of this. She is in danger.”

      I turned back toward him. “I’ll ask this again is that a threat or a warning? What else do you have up that deceptive sleeve of yours?”

      “Neither, it’s the truth. As long as she is associated with you, something could happen to her.”

      “Well, good thing we are getting divorced then.”

      “You’ve lost your focus, and you’re in over your head.” Leonard’s nostrils flared. “You’re not ready for Bilderberg.” 

      “No, my focus is very clear,” I scoffed. “More than you can imagine.”

      “What about the Evie?”

      “She was just the means to an end.” I pushed the door harder than necessary, only to find it was already open, and Evie was on the other side. Her eyes were round with horror. She had heard my last comment.
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EVIE

        

      

    

    
      I made my way down the airstairs from the plane. Keir had tried to explain himself several times, but in the end, I went into the bedroom and shut the door. I had been a fool. He really was the monster he claimed to be. The only positive thing I had going for today was that Mac had been able to stop the tabloids from printing any stories or damning photos on the divorce.

      “Evie,” Keir said, following me down.

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing to say.”

      “Patrick texted me. He wants you to go directly to the pub. I told him I would take you.”

      “I’ll get my own ride.” I bit my lip, hoping to hold the tears at bay.

      “Evie, I told you, I only said that to get Leonard off my back.”

      “It didn’t sound that way to me,” I said. “Besides I was always just a means to an end. You were right, we should have had a contract.

      He took hold of my arm, turning me so I had to look at him. “I promise you it’s the truth. Leonard was spouting nonsense at me. I shouldn’t have answered him the way I did.”

      I took out my phone to order a rideshare and he grabbed it from me. “I’ll drive you. And you need to unblock Patrick. I know you’re mad at him but it’s dangerous that he can’t get a hold of you.”

      “Regardless of how this ends between us, we need to go our separate ways,” I reminded him. “It’s best if it’s a clean break.”

      “I’m still giving you a ride home.” He took me by the shoulder, leading me over to his Aston Martin. I got in and he shut the door, coming around to the driver’s side.

      It was going on noon and the California sun shone bright overhead amongst fluffy white clouds. He sat down and started the car, pulling away from the airport.

      “Last night what happened between us,” he said. “That was real Evie, no matter what you think of me right now. That was real.”
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EVIE

        

      

    

    
      I made my way down the airstairs from the plane. Keir had tried to explain himself several times, but in the end, I went into the bedroom and shut the door. I had been a fool. He really was the monster he claimed to be. The only positive thing I had going for today was that Mac had been able to stop the tabloids from printing any stories or damning photos of the divorce.

      “Evie,” Keir said, following me down.

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing to say.”

      “Patrick texted me. He wants you to go directly to the pub. I told him I would take you.”

      “I’ll get my own ride.” I bit my lip, hoping to hold the tears at bay.

      “Evie, I told you. I only said that to get Leonard off my back.”

      “It didn’t sound that way to me,” I said. “Besides, I was always just a means to an end. You were right. We should have had a contract.” 

      He took hold of my arm, turning me so I had to look at him. “I promise you it’s the truth. Leonard was spouting nonsense at me. I shouldn’t have answered him the way I did.”

      “Claire was right about you. You are a fucking player.” I took out my phone to order a rideshare, and he grabbed it from me.

      “I’ll drive you. And you need to unblock Patrick. I know you’re mad at him, but it’s dangerous that he can’t get a hold of you.”

      “Regardless of how this ends between us, we need to go our separate ways,” I reminded him. “It’s best if it’s a clean break.”

      “I’m still giving you a ride home.” He took me by the shoulder, leading me to his Aston Martin. I got in, and he shut the door, coming around to the driver’s side.

      It was going on noon, and the California sun shone bright overhead amongst fluffy white clouds. He sat down and started the car, pulling away from the airport. 

      “Last night, what happened between us,” he said. “That was real, Evie, no matter what you think of me right now. That was real.”

      Damn.

      I felt the first tear slip down my cheek. I was on my way to face Cormac, his father, and my brothers. I needed to remain strong. The last thing I wanted to do was to cry. “It’s fine, Keir.”

      “No, it’s not fine.”

      “You said you were scared of hurting me. Well, that’s exactly what you’ve done. But I will be fine. I’m always fine.”

      “Please don’t say that.” He pulled up in front of the pub and got out, grabbing my suitcase. I waited for him on the sidewalk. “I’ll walk you inside.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’ll go in alone. This is goodbye.”

      “Evie, please, let me at least talk to Patrick. I can’t stand the idea of what you’re walking into.”

      “No. It will only make things worse.” I took Cormac’s ring out of my purse and slipped it on my finger.

      “Can I at least have a hug?” he asked me.

      “Let’s just leave it.” I reached for my suitcase. 

      The door to the pub opened, and Patrick popped his head out. “Thanks for bringing her here,” he said to Keir. “I owe you one.”

      “You owe me nothing.”

      “Everyone’s waiting for you, Evie,” my brother said, grabbing my suitcase. “Come on.”

      I gave Keir a thin smile before turning to go inside. 

      “You should come too,” Patrick said.

      I froze.

      “No, I’ll leave you to it. Goodbye, Evie,” Keir said.

      “I insist. It’s the least I can do,” Patrick added. “Right, Evie?”

      I looked back at both of them. “I’m sure he has stuff to do.”

      “I do,” Keir said. “I should get going.” 

      “You can spare a few minutes.” Patrick held the door open. “Please.” 

      “A few minutes, perhaps.” 

      I glared at both of them. 

      Inside, the pub was decorated with white balloons and streamers. And above the bar, someone had hung a sign that read Mr. and Mrs. in gold sparkly letters. People stood around in small groups socializing and snacking on hors d’oeuvres.

      Shite.

      I had all but forgotten about the engagement party.

      Cormac hurried over to me. “I thought you might not come,” he said, kissing my cheek. 

      “I came straight from the airport.”

      His breath already reeked of alcohol.

      “Well, I want you to meet someone.” He took my hand and ushered me to the family booth in the back. Donovan was sitting there talking to some other men. “This is my cousin from Ireland. He’s out for a visit,” he said, bringing me forward. 

      My eyes scanned the table before stopping. A gentleman stood up and held out his hand, and I found myself face-to-face with Aidan O’Donnell. 

      “Aidan, this is my fiancée, Evie Young, and Evie, this is my cousin Aidan.”

      My throat had gone completely dry, and I felt my stomach roll. Unsure of what to say, I just stood there like a dummy. 

      “It’s a pleasure, Evie,” Aidan said, raising his brow slightly.

      “L-l-likewise.” I offered him my hand, and he took it, kissing my knuckles.

      “Evie, you’re looking a bit pale,” Donovan spoke up.

      “It was a long flight.”

      “We weren’t sure if you were coming. I tried calling you, but Patrick said you most likely turned your phone off.”

      “I was working,” I explained.

      He held his hand out. “Give me your phone.”

      “What?”

      “Give me your phone.”

      I took it out of my purse and handed it to him. He powered it on and gave it back to me. The screen lit up with dozens of missed texts and calls from both Cormac and himself.

      “Don’t turn it off again. Ever. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes.” My cheeks burned with humiliation. Between the shock of seeing Aidan and Donovan’s scolding, the knot in my stomach grew. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll freshen up.”

      “Don’t take too long. You have guests waiting for you,” Donovan said.

      I hurried to the back. Patrick put my suitcase in the office. I grabbed it and went into the bathroom, locking the door. 

      I was going to be sick. All the anxiety from my time with Keir and the current situation with Cormac and his father came out as I threw up in the toilet. Now I had Aidan to worry about also. I had to talk to him before he decided to speak to Cormac. I looked down at my wrinkled clothes and quickly changed into a fresh outfit. Pulling on a pair of cream trousers and a white dress shirt, I checked myself in the mirror. My skin was still heated, so I splashed cold water on it and rinsed my mouth. It would have to do.

      I returned my suitcase to the office and went out, scanning the crowd. Keir was talking to Patrick at the bar, but his eyes were on me. I looked away.

      “Can we talk?” Aidan said, appearing behind me.

      Cormac was drinking with friends, and Donovan was still at the booth, deep in conversation. I nodded. “Yes, follow me.”

      I maneuvered through the crowd to a table in the back hidden by the bar and sat down. Aidan took the seat across from me. If I looked pale, he looked like he hadn’t slept for a week. Dark circles rimmed his eyes, and his cheeks appeared gaunt. “Thank you for not saying anything,” I said in a low voice, looking around to ensure no one was listening. Keir had managed to keep his eyes on me and glowered at me from the bar.

      “What’s going on, Evie?” Aidan asked bluntly.

      “I know it looks bad.”

      “Evie, it looks more than bad, darlin’. Two weeks ago, I watched you marry another man. My cousin really loves you. This will crush him.”

      “I know.” I felt a massive wave of panic rise up in me as tears flooded my eyes. “He can’t find out.”

      “I can’t keep something like this from him. He’s family.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be a real marriage.”

      “What wasn’t supposed to be a real marriage?” Keir said, sitting down.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Aidan asked, looking shocked.

      “I could ask the same of you,” Keir demanded. “I thought I told you to find yourself somewhere private to deal with your shite.”

      “Easier said than done. Evie was just telling me about your supposed marriage.”

      “Was she. Well, it’s not supposed. You’ll be sorry to hear that it actually went through. We are indeed married.”

      Aidan started to stand up. “I’m sorry, Evie, but I need to tell Cormac.”

      “Sit down,” Keir ordered.

      “Or what?”

      “You want answers? Don’t you?”

      Aidan returned to his seat. 

      “I’ll answer your questions and give you the use of my plane and my island, so you’ll have a private place and all the time in the world you need to figure it out.”

      “And?”

      “And in return, you’ll keep your mouth shut about Evie and myself.”

      “I don’t know,” Aiden said.

      “The only one who stands to get hurt here is Evie. Cormac is a boy. He’s not worthy of her.”

      “Neither are you,” Aidan insinuated. 

      “Aye, neither are you,” Keir shot back. “Give me some time to work this out. No one need be the wiser.”

      “Fine.” Aidan actually looked relieved. The deep lines that creased his forehead relaxed.

      “Good. You and I can talk later tonight, and you’ll leave first thing tomorrow.”

      I took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure just what sort of agreement they made, but at least for now, the disaster was averted.

      Cormac came over to the table. “There you are. My father is going to make a toast, so we’re needed.”

      I gave Aidan a thin smile and whispered, “Thank you,” as I left the table. 

      Donovan was waiting for us at the bar. We were each handed a flute of champagne. I felt Keir’s eyes on me.

      Haunting me.

      Searching me. 

      Cormac put his arm around me, his hand resting dangerously close to my bottom. I didn’t want him to touch me. 

      “Friends and family,” Donovan began. “Thank you for coming to share in this grand occasion. Today has been a long time coming. The joining of two powerful families. The Sullivans and the Boyles. It is the making of a dynasty. And with this union, great things will be accomplished. To the new couple Cormac and Evie.”

      Cheers erupted in the pub, along with several shouts of congratulations. Cormac leaned over and kissed me squarely on the mouth, only to incite further applause. Patrick stood close to Donovan, looking relieved and somewhat proud. 

      As the clapping died down, I moved off to the side. Donovan grabbed my hand. “Not so fast,” he said. “This is a moment to be cherished. I’ve worked my whole life on this. Many of us have.”

      I felt my stomach roll. “I’m sorry, I need to use the restroom,” I said, breaking free of his grip. I ran to the restroom and hurried in, locking the door. Bile rose up my throat, and I threw up for the second time that day as the stress of the situation got the better of me. The room closed around me, and I felt trapped. This was the story of my life, and the cage surrounding me suddenly felt smaller. If my family wasn’t bad enough, now I was being smothered by Cormac’s. But duty called, and with it, the chains of obligation. This was my lot in life. I could either accept it or let my family be ruined. 

      I splashed my face with water and took a deep breath. Cormac was waiting for me in the hallway.

      “You ran off. Are you okay?” he asked, blocking me from going further.

      “I’m fine,” I said, looking past him. I had done my duty for the day, and he was clearly drunk. If I was lucky, I could slip out unnoticed.

      His had skimmed my arm, coming to rest on my shoulder. “You left rather abruptly. My father isn’t happy.”

      “I wasn’t feeling well. All of this has been rather sudden.”

      “Sudden but not unexpected.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, wondering how long he had been in on this plan.

      “You know. We were kind of destined to be married.” He ran his thumb over my lower lip.

      “I didn’t know that until the other day.”

      “Well, we were. I never liked the idea until I saw you,” he said, stepping closer. “I didn’t think you would be so beautiful.”

      I pushed his hand away. “And if I wasn’t.”

      “Well, there was no other choice. But looking at you now, we could make this work.” He pushed me against the wall. “My father tells me you are a virgin.”

      “Get off me,” I yelled.

      “No, you owe me. You embarrassed me enough when you turned me down, you bitch. You’ll learn not to tell me no, or your brothers will pay the price.” He grabbed my breast, pinching my nipple. “There’s no reason to wait until the wedding night,” he snarled, pulling me toward the bathroom.   

      I heard a low growl, like an animal getting ready to attack. “Get your fucking hands off my wife.”

      Cormac let go of me and turned suddenly. “What the fuck?”

      “You heard me.” Keir stood in the hallway. His eyes glowed red, and the skin on his face took on an eerie bluish tone as if he had been pulled from a watery grave.

      He looked like a monster. Evil and demented.

       “W-w-what in the hell?” Cormac murmured, shuffling backward.

      “What’s going on here,” Donovan asked.  

      Keir was focused singularly on Cormac. “I said let go of my wife.” He raised his hand, and Cormac was flung against the wall so hard he crumpled to the ground.

      My vision began to blur, and I felt my knees start to buckle.

      The monster was at my side in an instant before all hell broke loose in the pub.
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      I felt her pull away as soon as I touched her and saw the horror in her eyes. Regardless, it was too late now. She had seen Dearil, or at least a part of him.

      She had seen me.

      The grotesque, unlovable part of me. And she would never be able to unsee it. 

      Cormac was on the ground, blethering like an idiot. I wanted to kill him, rip him limb from limb, and I sure as hell knew Dearil would kill him.

      But not now.

      I looked back at the bar. The band had stopped playing, and the place had erupted into a madhouse.

      Donovan was yelling at Patrick. “Is she fucking married?”

      “I don’t know what in the hell you’re talking about.”

      “We had a fucking deal, Young. Not just between us but also between your grandmother. She is ours,” Donovan yelled. “Lads, let’s teach these boys a lesson.”

      A chair flew across the place, landing with a thud against the wall. Evie’s family was locked in heated arguments with the Sullivans. Fists were flying.

      I searched the room, and my eyes landed on Aidan. I didn’t need him losing his shite right now. He was fighting with Colin, and his eyes were turning a mysterious shade of yellow. 

      I held my hand out to Evie. “Come with me.” Cormac and Donovan would have to wait. I would deal with those motherfuckers later.

      She pushed herself further down the hall, trembling. I knew she was scared of me. How could she not be after having glimpsed the monster I truly was.

      “Now,” I ordered.

      “No.”

      Dearil was fighting to get out. I grabbed the amulet around my neck, focusing all my energy. “Evie, we need to leave.”

      “Stay away from me,” she cried.

      “We need to leave.” I picked her up and carried her, stopping only long enough to grab Aidan by the collar and pull him behind me. Once outside, I set her down in the alleyway but kept my arm around her waist, so she couldn’t run off.

      Aiden was pacing back and forth, panting like a dog. 

      “Put your hand on your amulet,” I instructed. “Try and think of something good. A person or a place.”

      “What the hell just happened?” Aidan asked. Tiny bits of foam dripped from the corners of his mouth.

      “Just do as I told you,” I snapped. “We need to get out of here.” More importantly, I needed to get out of there before I killed every person in that building.

      Evie struggled in my arms. “Let go of me.”

      “Evie, calm down, darling.” I slowly released my hold on her.

      “I s-s-saw your face. Your eyes,” she muttered, backing away from me. “How?”

      “I never lied to you, lass,” I explained. “I told you many times that I was a monster.”

      She rubbed her face, struggling to comprehend what she saw. “There’s no such thing.”

      “There are many things that can’t be explained in this world,” I said. “Trust me.”

      “Trust you? I wish I had never met you.”

      “Let’s go back to my place, and I’ll tell you what I can,” I said. “I need to get him out of here.”

      Aidan continued to pace, mumbling to himself.

      “Is he one of you?” she asked.

      “Yes. He’s something like me. I’m not sure what, though.” I held my hand out toward her. “We need to go.”

      “Does this have to do with the Circle of Kings?”

      “Evie, I’ll answer all your questions back at my place. Please, lass.”

      “I’m not going with you.”

      “Evie, I won’t hurt you. I know you saw my face, but it’s still me. I would never hurt you.”

      “You’ve done nothing but hurt me, Keir,” she said. 

      “I’m not leaving you with those men.”

      “Why? Those men are my family and friends. You have done nothing but use me to get what you want. And now you have it. You are the monster, not them.”

      “They are more monsters than I will ever be, Evie.” 

      “Go.”

      “Evie, you’re not safe-”

      “I said go,” she screamed.

      I shook my head. Fucking hell, what had I done? I took Aidan by the shoulder and walked away. She was right. She saw me for exactly what I was and for what I would always be.

      A bloody fucking monster.
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        * * *

      

      Four days later, I sat on my plane headed to Lisbon, Portugal, the location for this year’s Bilderberg meeting. Everything I had worked for and everything I had dreamed of was about to come to fruition. Only my thoughts weren’t here. They were with Evie and how she was getting on. I had tried calling Patrick several times, but he never picked up. In the end, I knew it was for the best.

      She deserved better.

      A stack of briefs sat on the table before me. Information pertaining to every topic to be discussed at the conference. AI, finance, energy, climate change, China, Russia, Ukraine, NATO, and US leadership, to name a few. I had read and memorized everything, and I was as prepared as I could be.

      Alan sat across from me and handed me a file.

      “What’s this?” I asked skeptically.

      “The information you asked for on Donovan Sullivan. I’m afraid it’s worse than we thought.”

      I opened the file, skimming the first page.

      Damn it.

      I should have known.

      The Irish Mob.

      He looked to be involved in everything from drugs to extortion, counterfeiting, and prostitution, working out of both Belfast and the United States. And he was most likely running his dirty money through The Irish Rover to clean it.

      “You should warn Patrick,” Alan said.

      “There’s no point he already knows. Donovan has him by the throat.” I set the file down and let out a long sigh.

      “How did that family get involved with the Sullivans?”

      “It’s an old feud steeped in paramilitary violence. Evie’s mother was supposed to marry Donovan, but instead, she ran away with Evie’s father,” I explained.

      “So now they want Evie.”

      “Aye. There’s nothing I can do, and Evie clearly does not want me involved. It’s best if I just focus on Bilderberg now.”

      The plane began its final descent, and I put Evie out of my mind.
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EVIE

        

      

    

    
      Chaos rained down upon me, seeping into every aspect of my life. It destroyed the few things I could control, leaving me feeling helpless as the things I thought to be true crumbled around me.

      The police were called to the pub to stop the fight, and Cormac, his father, and their friends were told to go their own way or risk being arrested. 

      I’ll never forget Cormac’s face as he was dragged out, pale and white, babbling like a scared baby. Not unlike me, he was a victim of his father’s decisions. Another pawn in a bigger game. The difference was he embraced and enjoyed the game.

      I did not.  

      Patrick wasn’t speaking to me. For that matter, neither was Colin. Sean was the only one trying to keep the peace. I had betrayed them. They didn’t trust me and no longer allowed me to go to the restaurant. Worse, they forbade me to leave the house. I could hear them whispering late at night, speculating on Donovan’s wrath and what he would do as retribution.

      I tried to stay out of their way for the most part until Sean cornered me two days later.

      “Do you love him,” he asked, sitting down at the kitchen table.

      “What?”

      “Do you love Keir Wilson?”

      The question caught me off guard. I had tried to put the whole event out of my mind. Keir’s red eyes and the skin on his face, a putrid shade of blue as if he had been dead for a long time. But more than that, I tried to forget the sheer rage that poured out of him, giving him almost superhuman strength. Strong enough to knock Cormac backward without even touching him. It defied the laws of logic, and I could not accept what he told me. Would not accept what my mind knew to be true as his words settled into my soul.

      I am a monster.

      I saw it with my own eyes.

      I saw him.

      And I now had him inside me.

      The chaos engulfed me, taking root as fear.

      A missed period.

      The constant nausea.

      I could no longer deny it.

       “Evie?” Sean shook me slightly on my shoulder, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “Um, I hardly know him,” I answered quietly.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “I’m not sure I know what love is, Sean. Let’s not complicate this.” But it was already complicated, and as I looked into my brother’s eyes, I saw my own fear reflected.  

      “Then why did you marry him?” he continued.

      “I never would have if I knew Patrick needed me to marry Cormac. No one told me.”

      “Patrick should never have expected you to marry him. He was wrong to make that promise. So was father.”

      “I will fix this,” I pleaded.

      “No, stay away from the Sullivans. They are dangerous and will be even more so now. Let us handle it.” His palm cupped my chin. “You deserve to be loved, Evie, and he loves you.”

      “Who?” 

      “Keir Wilson. I saw the way he was looking at you.”

      I laughed, and it came out low and sardonic. Monsters don’t know how to love. He all but told me himself. “Keir isn’t in love with me. Men like him don’t fall in love.”

      “Then why would you marry him? It’s just so unlike you,” he asked again.

      “Leave it alone, Sean.”

      It didn’t matter if he loved me or not. Nor if I loved him. There was someone else to think of now.

      Or something else.

      And it terrified me. Though there was one thing, I knew I needed to do. I needed to protect it at all costs.

      Because no one else would.
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        * * *

      

      Deception is a building block for betrayal. It sneaks into life, settling into small cracks where it grows until those cracks become large crevasses. Cold and icy and void of light. I had been deceived by my father and brother. Lied to and betrayed. Now I was about to become the deceiver. I was about to go behind their backs and become the liar. 

      Cormac called the next day, asking me to meet him. My brothers were all at the pub, so I agreed he would pick me up. If I could convince him how sorry I was, perhaps his father would come around. The five million dollars was still in the off-shore account. I could offer it to them as a kind of restitution.

      He pulled up in his BMW, and I got in.

      To say he looked like hell was an understatement. A sheen of clammy sweat covered his forehead, and his eyes were sunk into his skull.

      At least he didn’t pretend to be concerned about me but came right out with the real reason for the meeting.

      “What the fuck?” he shouted, pulling into the afternoon traffic. “What was that thing?”

      “Cormac, what are you talking about?” I asked calmly. I had prepped myself for this type of reaction.

      “Oh n-n-no, you’re not going to play dumb with me. I know you s-saw it.”

      “Saw what?”

      “Your fucking boyfriend, or husband, or w-w-whatever he was.” He wiped his face with the back of his hand. “I can’t get him out of my fucking head.”

      “Are you talking about Keir Wilson? Because I can assure you this has all been blown out of proportion.”

      He looked from side to side, then checked his review mirror as if we were being followed. “I don’t give a fuck what he is to you. But I know you saw his face.”

      “Of course, I saw his face. He’s a handsome man.”

      “No, no, I know you saw that hideous fucking face that I saw. He’s a fucking monster or demon.”

      “Cormac, I don’t know what you’re talking about. He’s just a man.”

      “No, his face changed. It was a deathly blue color with black veins running across his cheeks, and his eyes- his eyes- were red like some fucking demon. He fucking put a curse on me.”

      “Cormac, you were drinking that night. Whatever you saw, you must have been imagining it. Keir is just a man.”

      He reached down in his lap, and it was then that I saw it, sitting across his legs.

      A gun.

      “Cormac, you should take me home now or to the pub. We can get a drink and discuss this.”

      “No,” he shouted. “No, you need to explain to my father what we saw.”

      “What you saw was a jealous man. I turned him down when he asked me to marry him, and he was jealous of you. Now take me to the pub so we can sort this out.”

      His hand gripped the gun. “You’re lying,” he snarled, pointing it at me.

      “Whoa, put the gun down,” I pleaded. This was no longer a matter of me trying to convince the Sullivans to accept the money as payment. This was a matter of life and death. 

      Sweat dripped down Cormac’s face, and he continued to look around nervously as he drove south on the freeway. “Tell me what you saw.”

      “Fine,” I said. “You’re right. You saw a monster that night, and I saw him too.”

      This seemed to calm him down, and he took a deep breath. “You need to tell my father.”

      “I will. I’ll tell him.” We were headed into LAX’s Atlantic Aviation private airport. The same one I had been at with Keir just days before. Cormac parked the car.

      “Get out,” he said, placing the gun into the glove compartment. 

      “Cormac, where are we going?” 

      “To see my father.”

      “I can’t go with you. I’m expected at the pub. My brothers are waiting for me.”

      “Oh, you’re coming with me, or one of your brothers will feel my father’s wrath. Perhaps Colin this time.”

      “Cormac, we can’t keep going on like this. You can’t keep threatening my family. I have money. I will give it all to you if you leave us alone.”

      “Get out of the fucking car.”

      I got out and shut the door, following him into the private terminal. We were quickly scanned by airport security and taken to the plane. It was small and nowhere near as grand as Keir’s plane, seating ten people maximum. I slowly climbed the steps with Cormac flanking me in case I made a sudden move to escape. Inside, Donovan was already seated, waiting for us.

      “I’m glad you could join us,” he said, crossing his legs elegantly.

      “I didn’t think I had a choice.”

      “No, dear, you did not.” He adjusted the black tie around his neck. “Please sit down,” he said, pointing to the seat opposite him.

      My heart was beating so fast I thought it would come out of my chest. I sat down and looked at him.

      “Would you like a drink?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Shame, you might wish you had taken my offer.” He pursed his lips and frowned. “I’m feeling generous at the moment, but that won’t always be the case, and it’s a long flight.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Cormac sat down in a seat on the other side of the aisle and began to rock back and forth, mumbling to himself.

      “That will be determined by how much you tell me about that?” He tilted his head toward his son.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Please don’t be obtuse, Evie. He hasn’t been the same since he learned you were married. He keeps going on about some grand fucking monster.”

      “I’m not married. Keir just made it up,” I lied. The plane began to taxi down the runway, and for the second time within weeks, I was on a plane being taken to some unknown destination.

      A flight attendant handed Donovan a crystal tumbler filled with whiskey. “Are you sure you don’t want a drink? I find it dulls the senses and loosens the tongue. Both grand things.”

      “No.”

      “Very well, that’s my last offer.” He held up his hand and then pointed at me. “You, my dear, have been a very bad girl. You’ve lied to me, and I don’t like being lied to.”

      I remained silent.

      “You are married. Marriage certificates are public records. Yours was easy enough to obtain.”

      I felt my throat tighten. “It wasn’t a real marriage. It was a ruse.”

      “A marriage is a marriage,” he said tightly. “Did you let him fuck you?” He leaned forward, touching my thigh. “Did you spread those pretty legs for him and let him ruin you?”   

      I blanched at his course words.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said, sitting back. “A liar and a whore. It’s written all over your face.”

      “It wasn’t like that-”

      “Oh,” he interrupted me. “Was it something else? You see, I find that hard to believe. A man like Keir Wilson is out for one thing only. Power. He doesn’t love you. He used you.”

      “He’s not that type of man.” But I knew as I said the words he was right. I saw what was inside him. I saw him for the monster he was, and it terrified me. 

      “He is that type of man. I know because I’m that type of man. There is nothing I won’t do to get what I want.”

      “So, what do you want with me? I’m no good to you anymore. Like you say, I’m used,” I exclaimed sharply. “If it’s money, I can give you five million dollars. Just leave me and my family alone.”

      He laughed. The sound echoed through the small plane. “Five million. You really are the little whore. At least he had the decency to pay you. But I don’t want your filthy money,” he spat. “I want information.” His eyes glanced over to Cormac as he got up and moved to the seat beside me.

      “If I tell you what you want to know, will you leave us alone?” I asked, pressing myself into my chair. The smell of his cologne was the only thing separating us.

      “That’s a question you’ll have to ask your grandmother.”

      My grandmother. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised she was caught up in all this, which meant we were headed to Ireland.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Tell me about the Circle of Kings?”

      “I don’t know much,” I said.

      “Perhaps we should establish the rules of this game we are about to play.” His finger brushed my cheek. “If you lie to me, I will hurt you.”

      A tear ran down my cheek.

      No one knew where I was.

      No one was coming to rescue me.

      “That’s right,” he said softly. “You should be scared. I normally don’t take another man’s seconds. I like my girls young and untouched. But I have a strange curiosity about you. Perhaps it’s to do with your mother. She was a little whore too.”

      A second tear fell.

      “Shh.” He took my hand in his, kissing the top of my head. “Now you will tell me the truth, or I will fuck your tight little cunt like it’s never been fucked before, and I promise it will hurt.”

      I told him everything I knew, from the members’ names to the secret meeting, omitting only the part of the initiation ceremony and anything to do with monsters.

      His eyes widened when he heard Aidan’s name, and he stood up and began to pace. “Are you sure it was my nephew Aidan O’Donnell?”

      “Yes.”

      “But he acted like he had never met you at the party.”

      “I know. He was caught off guard seeing me and worried about me hurting Cormac.”

      “He disappeared during the whole melee. I haven’t seen or heard from him since.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      His eyes narrowed. “And what about Cormac?” he glanced over his shoulder, where Cormac continued to rock in his chair. “He’s never been the brightest, but now he’s just unhinged. A fucking paranoid lunatic. What exactly did he see that night?”

      “An angry boyfriend. Keir can be intimidating.”

      “I told you what I saw,” Cormac yelled. “She saw it too. She told me she saw it.”

      Donovan came over to me and slapped me across my face. “Tell me what you saw?”

      My cheek burned in a fiery rage, and tears flowed down my face. “Keir was angry. I saw him push Cormac so hard that he flew back and hit his head on the wall. That is all.”

      “Liar,” Cormac cried. “You saw his face. It was grotesque and evil. He cursed me.”

      I looked at Donovan, pleading with him. “He hit his head. Surely you can see that.”

      “Aye, he hit his head.” His finger gently traced the mark on my cheek.

      “S-s-she saw his face. Tell h-him Evie-” Cormac stuttered.

      “Enough, Cormac,” Donovan shouted. “Silence yourself.”

      “You know there are whispers about the Circle of Kings having strange powers,” he said, continuing to stroke my face. “Demonic in nature but very powerful. Strong enough to throw a man without ever touching him.”

      “I don’t know anything about that.”

      “Where is my nephew?” he asked softly.

      “I don’t know.”

      “So beautiful,” he whispered, kissing me on my mouth as his hand wrapped around my neck. “I’ll ask one last time. Where is Aidan?” He began to squeeze, and I felt the bones in my neck shift, cutting off my flow of oxygen.

      “On an island,” I croaked.

      He released his grip just enough. “Where?”

      “In the Shetlands. Keir owns it.”

      “What’s it called, and don’t lie to me?”

      Dark spots appeared before my eyes, blurring his face in a distorted image of shapes and lines. “Dorcha.”

      It was the last thing I remember saying before everything went black.
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EVIE

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up,” a deep voice said more loudly than necessary as a hand patted my face.

      I cracked open an eye to find Donovan hovering over me. My head felt like it was going to split in two, and my throat was swollen and dry.

      “We’re getting ready to land. Fasten your safety belt.”

      “Can I get some water?” I asked. My voice was hoarse and cracked. I slowly sat up, rubbing my stiff neck. And clipped the ends of my belt together.

      “Pity I’m not feeling so generous today. You should have taken my offer yesterday for refreshments, that is.”

      I looked out my window. We were quickly approaching a small airport. The sky was dark and gray.

      I felt drugged and nauseous, and my mind went quickly to the baby. It wasn’t just me I had to worry about. There was another now. “Where are we?”

      “Mainland, Shetland.”

      “I thought we were going to Ireland.”

      “Clever. You’re a smart one, I’ll give you that,” he said. “Plans changed.”

      My stomach rolled as the plane began to descend. “Please, can I have a drink of water?”

      He smiled and reached out, running his finger over my neck. “You’re bruised,” he said wistfully. “It’s beautiful. The soft blue against your lily-white neck. Tarnished but not broken, like a fine crack in a porcelain cup. Not unlike you, slightly used but not completely defiled. Yet, in a few days, it will be ugly and harsh. No longer beautiful.”

      A shiver ran down my spine, and my stomach tightened.

      He kept his hand on my neck as he spoke. “Your throat will be sore, no doubt. Strangulation is an art form. You have to know where to press and with how much pressure.” He squeezed ever so softly, causing me to cough. “Too hard, and you can damage the larynx or fracture the hyoid bone. It has to be just right, strong enough to interrupt the blood supply going to the brain but not cause neurologic damage. It’s like walking a tightrope. But do you know what the best part is?”

      “I don’t think there would be a best part,” I choked out, having somewhat recovered from the coughing fit.

      “Oh, but there is,” he nodded, letting go of me. “It’s when you look into the person’s eyes in the final moment, and you see the fear change to acceptance the moment before they black out. Acceptance is a beautiful thing, Evie.”

      The tires touched down on the ground, and the plane shook as we landed.

      “Do you know what acceptance means?” he asked, standing up as we came to a stop. “It means that one gives up resistance.” He bent over and kissed me. His breath was hot and sour. “You don’t have to want, like, or choose it. You just have to assent to the reality of our situation without protest and accept it for what it is, and in the end, you will tell me everything you know.”

      The door to the plane was opened, and the stairs unfolded to the tarmac. We walked down them into the cold, blustery wind. I wasn’t dressed for the weather and pulled the sleeves down on my thin sweater covering my hands. A land rover was parked off to the side. I followed Donovan and Cormac over to it as Donovan opened the back door, motioning for me to get in.

      “Hello, Evie,” an older woman said as I sat down.

      Everything went still, and I could hear the sound of my heart beating in my ears as dread filled my body.

      “Hello, Grandmother.”
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      I stood on the veranda of the Pestana Palace Hotel, looking out at the 25 de Abril suspension bridge and the Tagus River, sipping champagne. There would be a formal party tonight for the one hundred and thirty European and North American business and political invitees before the actual meetings started tomorrow. Gathered was the crème de la crème of CEOs, national security experts, academics, journalists, and prominent politicians. 

      And I was one of them.

      My greatest achievement was about to happen.

      Bilderberg.

      We had already been briefed on the itinerary for the weekend and signed various documents. The conference operated under Chatham House rules, meaning we were sworn to secrecy and could not disclose the identity or affiliation of any speaker or guest, not unlike the Circle of Kings constitution.

      My watch chimed, and I glanced at it, wondering what my grandmother would think of me now. Perhaps I will finally replace the old trinket after this weekend. I certainly deserved to. A new Rolex wouldn’t be unwarranted and would be a good reminder that hard work and determination will always win.

      I headed back to my room to change. Dinner was in an hour. When I got there, a bellboy stood waiting against the door. 

      “Mr. Wilson,” he said, coming to attention when he saw me.

      “Yes.”

      He handed me a piece of paper. “A man outside insisted I deliver this to you.”

      I scanned the note and passed him a one hundred-euro bill. “Thank you.”

      All mobile phones were blocked here. There was a communication lockdown. I hadn’t even bothered bringing mine in but instead left it with Alan. 

      The note was from him asking me to meet him out front.

      Bloody hell.

      He knew how much this weekend meant to me. I changed quickly into my tuxedo and hurried down the stairs to the lobby. Guests mingled in small groups, talking in hushed whispers. Every minute wasted was an opportunity gone. Prime ministers, finance ministers, and senators vied for each other’s attention.

      The scene outside was absolute madness. A wall of police blocked the entrance, and beyond that, a small group of protesters stood chanting and holding signs which read – Stop the New World Order.

      I squeezed through the police line, showing them my badge, and found Alan under a tree on the other side of the street.

      “This better be fucking important,” I said through my teeth.

      “It is.”

      He handed me my phone. On the screen was a text from Patrick: Evie is missing. Is she with you?

      “There are more,” Alan said. “Cormac and his father are gone too.”

      I ran my hand through my hair. “Fuck. I’ll call him. I’m sure she is fine.” Though something in my gut said differently.

      “You can’t. They have the phones jammed for at least a mile radius. You’ll need to come back to my hotel to get service.”

      I looked back at the Pestana. Dinner would be starting in twenty minutes.

      “Fine.”

      Alan hailed a cab, and we got in. “Pressa,” he said to the driver in Portuguese.

      “How long has she been missing?”

      “Two days, apparently. Though he just sent the message today.”

      “God damn it.”

      The driver pulled up in front of a building wrapped in blue and white tile. Getting out, we hurried into it and went straight to Allan’s room. I sat on the bed and called Patrick. He picked up on the first ring.

      “Is she with you?” he asked anxiously.

      “No, I’m in Portugal on business. Tell me everything you know.”

      “She was supposed to stay in the house after everything that transpired with Donovan and Cormac at the pub. We were there on Wednesday, and when we got home, she was gone. Her car was still in the garage but not her purse or phone. I checked with her friends, but no one has seen her. Donovan and Cormac have disappeared too. I was hoping she was with you.”

      “Have you checked her phone?”

      “It’s turned off.”

      “Fuck. And you’ve gone to Sullivan’s house.”

      “It’s empty.”

      “Cars?”

      “They were both gone too.”

      I turned to Alan. “Check the airports for any flights with their names and the harbor master too. They could have rented a boat.”

      “Aye.”

      “Do you think they have her?” Patrick asked.

      “Yes,” I said a bit harshly.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. This is all my fault.”

      “Your self-pity won’t help us at the moment.” I stood up and walked to the window. The sun was sinking low on the horizon. It would be dark soon. And God help me, if that motherfucker touched one hair on her head, I would kill him.

      “I’ve got something,” Alan said. “Donovan chartered a plane out of LAX yesterday headed to Belfast.”

      “They’re going to Ireland,” I said to Patrick.

      “I’ll get on the next flight.”

      “It’s better if you leave this to me,” I snapped.

      “She’s my fucking sister. It’s my fault she is in this situation.”

      “Wait,” Alan stopped me. “The plane changed its destination mid-flight. They landed in Lerwick.”

      “Lerwick?” I sat down and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “He’s taking her to Dorcha. Bloody hell. Aidan is there.”

      “Where’s Dorcha?” Patrick asked, confused.

      “It’s my island. In the Shetlands. Patrick, you need to leave this to me.”

      “No, you’ve caused enough damage,” he said.

      “Aye, well, so have you.” I stopped myself. I didn’t need to get into a pissing match with her brother. “I will go get her and bring her back.”

      “Why would I trust you?”

      “Because she is my wife.”

      “You sure didn’t act like a husband when you left her all alone the other night, you fucking bastard.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about. I will go get her and bring her back. You need to stay out of it.” I hung up. He was right. I didn’t act like a husband. I abandoned her to deal with Donovan Sullivan and his idiotic son alone. “Get the plane ready. We’ll fly into Aberdeen, and I’ll catch a commercial flight to Lerwick. The plane is too big to land there.”

      “What about Bilderberg?” Alan asked hesitantly.

      Bilderberg.

      Everything I had worked for.

      “The only thing that matters is Evie and her safety,” I said. 

      “Keir-”

      “I said get the fucking plane ready.”

      I felt the first pull in my gut as if someone had taken a knife to my insides.

      Dearil was awake, and he wouldn’t be denied this time.
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      I looked over at my grandmother in shock. It had been nine years since I had seen her when we brought my mother’s ashes back to Fairhill House, and she was still the same intense and intimidating woman.

      Razor-short gray hair framed a severe face, accentuated by deep lines and wrinkles. For a woman who lived a life of luxury, she had a hardened countenance as if life had not been easy for her.

      She glared back at me with her cast-iron gaze. “You, like your mother, have managed to destroy yet another alliance with your selfishness,” she spat.

      Donovan sat beside the driver up front, leaving me next to my grandmother in the middle seat and Cormac in the back. The driver turned out of the airport and headed down the road, skirting the ocean. It was cold and small pellets of sleet tinged against the windshield.

      “Do you have nothing to say for yourself?” 

      My mouth was parched, and my throat ached. “I’m not sure what you want me to say?” It came out as a whisper.

      “I want you to take accountability for your actions. To show some remorse.”

      Donovan stared at me from the rearview mirror. His eyes bore into me with his threats and rules.

      “I knew of no alliance; therefore, I have nothing to be remorseful about.”

      “You are a hateful girl,” she scoffed. “A whorsesome little bitch. Who is this man you sullied yourself with?”

      “He’s no one,” I said.

      Cormac started to bang his forehead against the window over and over, mumbling about being cursed.

      “That’s enough, son,” Donovan said, raising his voice. “Stop.”

      I felt bad for him. I know what caused the fear he felt. What made him paranoid. 

      “He’s someone. He belongs to the Circle of Kings,” she stated, acting as if Cormac didn’t exist.

      I glanced at Donovan, and his eyes narrowed.

      “I guess. I don’t really know. I told Donovan it’s all very secret.”

      “You were there with him on his island. You were a part of it.”

      “I was there but wasn’t a part of it.”

      “The Circle of Kings is a demonic group steeped in Satanism. They are evil and very dangerous.”

      I thought of the ritual I witnessed and the incantations. There was definitely something wicked about the night.

      “They prey upon the weak-minded,” she continued. “Using them to their advantage.”

      I had no reason to trust this woman. She was cruel to my mother. Cruel to me.

      “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You should because you married their Grand Master.”

      I looked between my grandmother and Donovan. How did she know he was Grand Master? I never mentioned it to Donovan.

      “Keir Wilson. He is their leader,” she said matter of fact. “Are you not married to him?”

      “Yes, but it’s not a real marriage.”

      “He used you because he needed a wife. He is an evil man. A monster. The devil himself.”

      My hands were shaking. Everything she said was true.

      He did need a wife.

      He was ruthless.

      And he was a monster. Or something of the kind.

      “He is a master manipulator, and now he’s got Donovan’s nephew. You need to help us, so we can help Aidan.”

      “I’m not sure how I can help. I told you I don’t know anything.” My throat burned.

      “He’s taken advantage of you, pet.” She reached out and stroked my arm. “He’s ruined Cormac. But you can make it up to both our families, and everything can return to normal.”

      “I don’t know what else I can do.”

      “We are God-fearing people. You’ve met these men. Have you ever seen anything out of the normal, perhaps superhuman strength or things you can’t explain that would account for their demonic possession?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t know, maybe.”

      My hand went to my stomach. Confusion wracked my soul. I needed to protect the baby. 

      “We will protect you,” she said. “You just need to listen to Donovan and do whatever he tells you to. He will help you to repent your sins. God will forgive you for your weakness, and we will overlook your little transgression. You will marry him when your divorce goes through. I’ll ensure your brothers are taken care of, and the restaurant debts are cleared.”

      “Marry Donovan?”

      “Well, you could hardly marry him,” she said, pointing to Cormac.

      We pulled into a small harbor, and the driver stopped the car. Donovan got out and opened my door. “Get out,” he said.

      “I looked at my grandmother. You promise they will be okay. My brothers?”

      “You are a Sullivan now for all practical purposes. Our families are finally united. Don’t disappoint me again,” she warned. “I will not be so forgiving next time.”

      Dominic took my hand and helped me out as Cormac followed behind. Then he grabbed a large duffel bag from the back.

      “Are you not coming?” I asked.

      “Donovan will handle everything,” she said. “He will rid you of this evil.”

      “Can’t I come with you?” My voice cracked, and I licked my dry lips. “Please.”

      “You belong to him now, pet.”

      “Janice,” Donovan said. “You’re sure he will come?”

      “He’ll come for her. And you’ll get rid of him. You have everything you need in the bag.”

      He gave her a quick nod and shut the door.

      The car drove off, and I was left on the dock with men no better than the man who first brought me here.
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        * * *

      

      The boat rocked back and forth in the swells as we crossed the sound. Dorcha sat in the distance, covered by dark, ominous clouds. It was a short ten-minute ride, and by the time we reached the sheltered pier, we were drenched. A single boat was tethered to the dock. Donovan jumped out and tied off the small craft, grabbing the duffle. 

      “What’s in the bag,” I asked as I climbed out and wrapped my arms around myself to try and keep warm.

      Donovan started up the hill. “Specialized weapons.”

      My breath caught in my raw throat. “Weapons.”

      “Aye, if you’re going to catch a monster, you need weapons.”

      Head bent and hunched over, no more than a zombie, Cormac trailed behind us as we walked to the castle.

      The door was unlocked, and Aidan was nowhere to be found when we arrived. Donovan called out his name, looking in various rooms. 

      “Maybe he left,” I said. “I just heard Keir mention it to him. He might not have come. I could have been wrong.” My grandmother’s words sat in the back of my mind. He will come for her. Something wasn’t right, and I had become, yet again, a pawn in someone else’s game.

      “No, someone has been here and recently,” he disagreed.

      “Keir has an estate manager. He stays in the caretaker’s cottage. We could check there.”

      He grabbed my hand, pulling me to the couch. “You’re not going anywhere. You’ll sit here.”

      “I need water.”

      “You’ll get water when I say you can have it.”

      There was a shuffling sound on the second floor, and a man came down the stairs.

      “Niles,” I said under my breath with a sense of relief. 

      “Mrs. Wilson, I didn’t realize you would be visiting,” the butler said, adjusting the bow tie on his suit. “Is Mr. Wilson joining you?” His eyes brushed over Donovan and Cormac.

      “Um, no.”

      “Would you like me to take your luggage to your room?” he suggested. “You look tired, and perhaps your guests would like to rest.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have any luggage.”

      “Oh, an impromptu trip. I’m sure I can rummage up some necessities.”

      “I’m looking for my nephew Aidan O’Donnell,” Donovan interjected. “I was told he was staying here.”

      “I’m afraid Mr. O’Donnell is unavailable at the moment,” the older gentleman said.

      “Unavailable?” Donovan moved, so he stood over Niles, glowering at him. “I’ve traveled a long way to see him. Let’s make him available.”

      “Uncle,” Aidan called out from the doorway, soaked to the bone, barefoot, and wearing torn and tattered clothes. He moved so quietly that I hadn’t heard him open the door. “There’s no need for raised voices. I’m here.”

      His eyes narrowed in warning when he saw me .

      “Aidan,” Donovan said.

      “If you’ll excuse us, Niles. I think our guests could use some refreshments.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, leaving the room.

      “Uncle, what are you doing here?” Aidan asked, his focus settling on Cormac.

      “I’ve come for answers. Answers that you’re going to give me.”

      Aidan walked over to where Cormac sat, rocking back and forth. He was different. Not the same man he was four days ago, pale and gaunt. He looked strong and healthy and held himself with a new-found confidence. He gently placed his hand on Cormac’s shoulder. “Are you all right, Cousin?”

      Cormac ignored him and continued to rock himself.

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” Donovan said. “He’s deranged.”

      Aidan turned to me. “Evie?”

      I looked between him and Donovan.

      “Evie, are you okay, darlin’? Where’s Keir? Does he know you’re here?”

      Donovan pulled a gun from the waistband of his pants, pointing it at us.

      Aidan jumped in front of me. “Whoa, Uncle. What’s going on?” he said, holding up his hands. “There’s no reason for this.”

      “I need answers. I want to know about The Circle of Kings.”

      “And you can ask me, but Evie is not a part of this. Let her go,” Aidan said calmly.

      “She is the reason for what’s wrong with Cormac,” he raged. “She will pay for what she’s done to my son.”

      “No, she has nothing to do with Cormac. I can assure you. She is innocent in all this.”

      “Look at him. He’s a bumbling fool.”

      “I had nothing to do with it. He banged his head,” I cried. “He needs medical attention. A doctor.” 

      “Yes, you did, you foul little whore. You brought that monster into our lives.”

      “Uncle, enough,” Aidan shouted. “I will give you all the answers you want, but I insist you let me take Evie somewhere safe where she can rest. She’s barely standing on her feet.”

      “Safe? She’ll try to escape,” Donovan yelled.

      “There’s nowhere to escape to, Uncle. We’re on an isolated island. We have no services. Let me take her to a bedroom so she can sleep.”

      “No. Is there a dungeon in this castle? I want something private. I do not trust her.”

      “Uncle,” Aidan said.

      “Something with keys and a lock,” he hissed.

      “Very well.” Aidan looked back at me. “Follow me.”
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EVIE

        

      

    

    
      The keys were located on the desk in Keir’s office. Aidan escorted me down a set of stairs and through a dark hallway to a door with Donovan right behind us.

      “You’ll be safe in here, darlin’,” he whispered in my ear. “Keir will be here soon, and we’ll get this sorted.

      “He won’t,” I said under my breath. “He’s at Bilderberg.”

      “I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Aidan fumbled with the keys until he found the right one and unlocked the door. The room was dank and cold. He turned on a flashlight shining it around the small space. “There’s no electricity down here.” Broken furniture and debris were scattered across the floor as if it had been hit by a small tornado, and deep claw marks gouged the walls and doorframe.

      “It will do fine,” Donovan said, walking around.

      Aidan picked up an old wool blanket off the floor. “Wrap yourself in it. It will keep you warm.”

      I did as he told me, sitting down on a ripped mattress. Aidan crouched down and pushed a tendril of hair off my forehead. “I’ll be back soon to get you out.”

      “It’s a trap. If you talk to Keir, tell him not to come,” I said so low it was barely audible. “This is my fault.”

      “No, darlin’, it is not your fault,” he said softly.

      Donovan came over to us. “Leave us,” he said to Aidan, holding the gun up as a reminder.

      I saw his jaw clench, and he reached for the charm on his necklace. It matched the one Keir wore.

      “Aye,” he said, standing up and looking back at me one last time.

      The door shut with a thud, and Donovan pulled a wooden bar down, locking it from the inside.

      “What was he saying to you?” he barked.

      “Nothing.”

      That earned me a slap across my face.

      “I thought you understood the rules,” he hissed.

      Tears flooded my eyes and blurred my vision. “He told me not to worry that he would come for me.”

      “The only person coming in and out of this room will be me. Do you understand?” He grabbed a fistful of my hair, yanking my head up and forcing me to look at him.

      “Yes,” I wept.

      “Good.” He sat down next to me, pulling me against him. “Remember, you made an agreement with your grandmother. You belong to me now.” His hand snaked around my waist, and he kissed me on my mouth. “When you are good, I will reward you. It’s that easy.”

      He kissed me again, moving his hand up until he cupped my breast. “I have a present for you,” he said, taking a small water bottle from his pocket along with a pill.

      I reached for the water.

      “Not so fast.” He shook his head. “I’ll give it to you.” He unscrewed the lid and held it to my lips as I gulped it down.

      “Just a little,” he said, pulling it away. His other hand caressed my forehead. “What do you say?”

      “Please,” I begged. He slipped the pill in my mouth, and I spit it out. “I don’t want to take that.”

      I felt my stomach cramp as the small bit of water I got down hit it, and I instantly threw it up on myself and Donovan.

      His hand gripped my face. Digging his fingers into my cheeks, he clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Tsk, tsk, tsk, you ungrateful little bitch. Now look at what you’ve done. You’ll take the pill.” He picked it up off the ground and shoved it in my mouth again, pushing it down my throat with his fingers until I gagged and swallowed it.

      “Please, can I have more water?”

      He stood up, wiping his hands on his pants. “Maybe next time.”

      I watched as he walked out of the room and shut the door, leaving me in complete darkness. Then I felt the weight of whatever he gave me take effect as I was slowly pulled into a deep slumber, and I was left only with the echo of a gun going off.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke with a start, and the sound of the gunshot still ringing in my ears. Sitting up, I tried to get my bearings. I could have been asleep for hours or days. The room was frigid, and I wrapped the blanket tighter around me. I blinked several times, hoping my eyes would adjust to the shadows around me.

      Shadows.

      That could mean only one thing.

      Light.

      You could not have shadows without light. I stood up and walked toward the other side of the room, careful not to trip on anything. The air seemed softer here, and the pitch black faded into shades of gray. A large bureau sat against the wall. Its doors were ripped off and damaged from the same claw marks that marred the walls. An animal was kept in here at one point, and a large one. I walked to the side. Dim light was definitely coming through the space in the back. I set my shoulder against the solid wood and pushed. It creaked and moved an inch. I tried again, only to get the same result. There was a sound in the hallway, and I could hear the jingle of keys, so I hurried back to the mattress.

      Donovan opened the door and entered, not bothering to close it. The light from the flashlight cut a beam into the dark room, landing straight on me. I glanced back at the bureau, but nothing looked amiss.

      He looked like hell. His eyes appeared swollen and glassy, and his shirt was torn down the front and covered in blood.

      “Where’s Aidan?” I asked anxiously. My voice was low and hoarse from being bone dry, and my lips were cracked.

      Deep claw marks stretched across his chest. “Put this on, and I’ll give you some water.” He threw a white dress at me. “You stink, and we don’t want your husband seeing you this way.”

      “Keir isn’t coming.” I forced the words out.

      “He’ll come for you.”

      “No, he won’t. He’s at a meeting. Bilderberg. It’s the reason he married me. Nothing could make him miss it.”

      “You’re lying.” He pointed the gun at me. “Change.”

      I kicked my shoes off and turned around, unfastening the button on my jeans. I unzipped them and pulled them off. Then I removed my sweater.

      “Turn around.”

      My skin prickled with fear, and every sensation in my body was heightened. There was no place for me to run. He would kill me. I knew it to be true because I had seen the madness in his eyes. I slowly turned to face him.

      “Take everything off.”

      I unclasped my bra and let it fall to the ground, then slipped out of my thong.

      He walked toward me and ran his finger along my collarbone. “This is acceptance.”

      He took my chin between his thumb and forefinger and kissed me, parting my lips with his tongue. His breath was stale and sour. “He will come,” he said, stepping back and picking up my discarded clothes. “He would be a fool not to, and when he does, we will be ready.”

      He turned and left, locking the door behind him.

      My body was covered in goosebumps, and I started to shiver so hard my teeth were chattering. I put on the thin white dress, no more than a slip, and wrapped the blanket over my shoulders. Then I returned to the cabinet and sat down, pushing it with my legs until it moved enough for me to see what was back there.

      A small wooden door no bigger than a crawl space was set into the wall. I felt for the handle and pulled on it hard until it slowly creaked open. Then I crawled through the small space and found myself outside at the bottom of the rise.

      The air was still, and everything thing was quiet. It was the time when night became day. A sacred time like the space between breaths when things briefly paused to exist, and nothing but the moment mattered.

      I thought of Keir.

      I thought of our last night together when he held me. There were three of us then. Nestled in the protection of his arms.

      That moment mattered.

      That moment would carry me forward.

      I put my hand on my stomach. Now there were just two of us.

      Keir was gone.

      I had to make this moment count too.

      I quickly walked to the pier, my bare feet sinking in the soft grass, as I formulated a plan. I would take one of the boats to the mainland and call the police. Whatever madness encompassed this place, it needed to end now.

      When I got there, I froze.

      The boats were gone. They were no more than tiny dots floating out to sea. And by the dock stood a large dog.

      It howled when it saw me, blinking its large yellow eyes several times, then limped off, leaving a trail of blood.
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      My mind was spinning as I got off the plane in Lerwick. Dawn was approaching, and the first glimpse of light could be seen on the horizon.

      I didn’t have time to waste on cars and boats, but I wasn’t sure I could risk someone seeing the beast. The last time I gave him free rein, he killed Mangus.

      Maybe Sir Leonard was right, and I needed to accept what I truly was and merge myself with the bloody Kelpie King.

      I walked down to the edge of the water. I could just make out Dorcha in the distance. Dark and dangerous, the island stood out like a sooty smudge on a white canvas. Gray clouds were already forming around it as if it knew its master was coming home.

      I checked my surroundings, but no one was around. I was alone. Focusing my energy on Dearil, I summoned him to my mind and let him flow into my soul. Rage and anger filled me. The fucker was mad, but then, so was I. Instead of resisting him, I accepted him for who he was.

      I accepted myself.

      He and I were one.

      “Let’s go get Evie,” I said. “I can’t do this myself.”

      I slowly took the amulet from around my neck and held it in my hand, diving into the icy water.

      My breath was torn from my body, and I felt myself shifting from man to water horse. Galloping through the waves, I rose up out of the water and spread my wings, soaring through the air at top speed to the island. Death could not hold me. Nothing could. I landed with a thud, shaking the ground beneath me, and raced toward the castle. Rain pelted my back, thick and heavy, as I brought the gathering storm with me. Lightning flashed in the darkening sky, and thunder reverberated across the land.

      As I passed the pier, I reared up, coming to a stop. Evie stood on the dock, mouth agape as she stared straight into my eyes.

      Dearil stamped his hoof, pushing me to go to her.

      Bloody fucking hell.

      But my heart relaxed. She was alive. If nothing else. I knew she was all right.

      I turned my headed and willed myself forward. 

      Revenge was mine. 

      When I got to the castle, I held the amulet tighter, willing myself to return. This was my fight, and I would take Donovan down as a man. Face to face. I felt myself morphing back as four legs became two. I threw open the door, walking in on my own two feet. 

      Donovan stood in the Great Hall, eyes bulging. “So, it’s true,” he said, backing up against the stone fireplace. “Cormac was right. W-w-what the fuck are you?”

      “I’m your worst nightmare,” I growled.

      The gun in his hand shook as he pointed it toward me.

      I held up my hand, and it flew from his grasp, clattering to the floor.

      “I didn’t hurt her. I promise I didn’t hurt her,” he cried.

      A low growl emanated from behind me, and I looked back to see Aidan coming inside. His face was ashen gray, and his eyes a deep yellow. He was limping. “It’s not true. He did hurt her and would have continued to do it if she hadn’t escaped,” he said. “I tried to stop him.”

      “Is that true?” I turned to Donovan.

      Dearil willed himself back into my thoughts. I stepped forward and grabbed Donovan by the front of his shirt, lifting him off the ground. “Is that true?”

      “Keir,” Evie shouted from the door. “Please don’t.”

      “Did he touch you, Evie?” I demanded. “Answer me, lass.”

      “Yes, but I’m fine,” she pleaded. “Please don’t hurt him. This isn’t you.”

      “Did you touch her, you motherfucker?” I asked Donovan one more time.

      “I-I-it was nothing she didn’t ask for.” My vision turned red, and I threw him across the room.

      Footsteps pounded down the stairs, and Cormac stood at the bottom, holding himself as he tried to back away. “You’re real. I knew you were fucking real. No one would believe me.”

      “Cormac,” Evie screamed.

      “No,” he said. “All of you stay away from me.” He ran outside, and Aidan and Evie followed him.

      Donovan looked up at me from the ground. “The little bitch deserved everything.”

      I bent down and grabbed his head twisting it until I heard his neck snap then I picked up the gun and went out to find Evie and Aidan.

      Aidan walked back toward me. “The bloody fool jumped off the cliff. He hit the rocks below.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said, running my hands through my hair. “You’re hurt.”

      “A bullet grazed my thigh. I’ll be all right.”

      I nodded. “I need to go find Evie.”

      “Aye, I’ll take care of Donovan,” Aidan said.

       I nodded. “Dump the body in the ocean. Hopefully, they’ll wash out to sea.”

      I found Evie on the same hill I did a few weeks ago, gulping water from a small natural spring.

      Tears streamed down her face, and she drank as if she had never seen water before.

      I didn’t know if I should go to her or leave her be.

      She had seen all of me.

      The worst of me.

      It was all out in the open now. At the very least, I owed her an explanation if she would accept it.

      I knelt down next to her and held her hair until she drank her fill. When she was done, she sat down, and I joined her.

       “Is Donovan dead,” she asked after a while.

      “He will be. Aidan is taking care of him. He’s seen too much.”

      She leaned against me, burying her face in my chest, and started to cry. I put my arms around her, pulling her in tight. “Shh,” I assured her. “You’re safe now. I’ve got you.”

      “Is it wrong for me to want him dead?”

      “No, lass.” I kissed the top of her head. “It’s not wrong.”

      “I just didn’t want to watch you do it.” She drew in a deep, shaky breath. “It terrifies me to see you like that. You terrify me.”

      I felt my heart crack. “I never lied to you about what I was.”

      “I know, but hearing it and seeing it are two different things. Plus, I thought you were referring to a character flaw. I never thought monsters really existed.”

      “I know you saw Dearil at the pier. You saw the worst of it,” I explained.

      “Dearil,” she repeated.

      “It’s Scottish. It means call of death. He was, well is, the King of the Kelpies.”

      “The beautiful big black horse,” she said. “It was the one I saw before, only this time it had wings.”

      “Beautiful?” I questioned.

      “He was to me. Only I knew it was you. It’s your other form that scares me. The one with the blue face and red eyes.”

      “Dearil usually appears as a horse straight from hell. Flayed skin, black blood running through his yellow veins, and red demonic eyes. If you see him as beautiful, he’s trying to charm you and lure you into his underwater abode. Kelpies are notorious for it.”

      “Is that how you see yourself?”

      “I’m a monster, Evie. You might see something beautiful, but it’s not.” I ran my hand down her side. “Christ, you’re freezing. We should get back inside.”

      “No, I don’t want to go in just yet.”

      I took my jacket off and covered her legs. “I’m sorry for leaving you the other night. I never should have.”

      “I told you to go.”

      “Aye, but I knew you were scared. I should have stayed.”

      “What about Bilderberg?” she asked nervously.

      I kissed her forehead. “Fuck Bilderberg. It means nothing to me.”

      “That’s not true. It’s what you wanted most.”

      “It’s what I thought I wanted. When I heard you were missing, everything changed. Evie, it’s you that I want. Nothing more.”

      “Keir.” She ran her fingers down my cheek, her hand shaking. “This is a lot to take in. A lot to comprehend.”

      “I know it is, darling.”

      “I saw the initiation that night. I heard the incantations. The blood on Aidan’s chest. Is this Satanic?”

      “No, where would you get an idea like that? It’s Celtic. Old and ancient. It comes from my forebearers and theirs before them. What you heard was an ancient language. I can’t explain how it happens or, for that matter, why, but I can assure you it has nothing to do with Satan.”

      “There are people who know about you. My grandmother and Donovan, to name a few. They think it is Satanic. They are trying to bring you down. Donovan was going to kill you.”

      “Aye. I suppose there are a few people who would like to see us dead. What people do not understand scares them.”

      “So, what will you do?”

      “We’ll do what we always do and take it one step at a time.” I thought of Sir Leonard and the fear I saw in his eyes. Perhaps I would call a meeting sooner rather than later. “Evie, can you accept me as I am, lass. If not, tell me now because I will not have you living in fear of me.”

      She hesitated, and I felt my chest tighten. “I might not understand all of this, but I’m willing to take the chance for you.” 

      “Evie, did Donovan touch you, lass? He obviously deprived you of water, but what else did he do to you. I need to know.”

      She lowered the neck on the sweater, and I saw the purple bruises that lined her neck.

      Fucking hell.

      “Is that all, lass?”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “He made me undress in front of him, and he kissed me.”

      I wish he were alive, so I could kill him all over again. I felt a tear run down my cheek. “I’m so sorry, darling.”

      “Keir, there’s something else you need to know, and if you don’t want to be with me after I tell you, I’ll understand.

      “Evie, what is it?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      My heart stopped. The condom. “Evie, are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      I never thought I could have children. I never thought I would be in this position. “Let’s get you inside, lass.”
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      Keir picked me up and carried me back to the castle. Inside, Aidan was sitting on the couch next to Niles, who was sporting a massive bump on his forehead.

      “The bastard tied me up and knocked me out,” the butler explained.

      Donovan’s body was gone, which I was grateful for.

      “Aidan, take a boat over to Mainland and call a meeting of the Circle of Kings. Tell Sir Leonard to notify the new lad. We need to meet tomorrow, if at all possible, here on Dorcha. Alan can arrange transportation for everyone. He should be in Lerwick by now,” Keir said. “And have Alan contact Patrick and let him know Evie is all right.”

      “I can’t. The idiot untied the boats. They are floating out in the Atlantic by now.”

      “There’s a small skiff with a motor in the shed. You can use that,” Niles suggested.

      “Aye,” Aidan said.

      “And have a doctor look at your leg.”

      “It’s probably best if I stay away from doctors right now. The fewer questions, the better.”

      “Suit yourself,” Keir said. “I need to get Evie upstairs and warmed up.”

      I laid a hand on Keir’s chest, stopping him. “Aidan, thank you for everything you did to help me.” I thought of the big dog I saw by the pier. I’m not sure what kind of monster lived in him, but I’m sure it was rooted in Irish folklore.

      He smiled softly. “Of course.”

      “When you get back. I’ll look at your leg and make sure it’s clean.”

      “Thank you, Evie.”

      “You don’t have to be nice to him,” Keir said as he climbed the stairs.

      “And you don’t have to be jealous.”

      He set me down on the large bed and went into the bathroom, turning the water on in the tub.

      I took off the sweater and dress and held them in front of me, suddenly shy.

      Keir came out and gave me a half smile. I could see the worry and concern on his face. “Come here,” he said, taking the clothes from me and helping me into the tub. “I won’t hurt you.”

      The water was warm and stung my numb toes as they began to thaw out. I sat down, and he picked up a cloth and ran it over my back, gently washing it. It was then the tears came. Tears for myself and tears for Keir and the torment he lived with. We had been through so much in such a short amount of time.

      “Evie,” he said softly. “It’s about the baby.”

      I paused, listening.

      “I’m not a normal man. You know this.”

      “Keir, I’m not worried about the baby.” Though my mind had gone down the same avenues, he was going down now.

      “Hear me out, darling,” he said. “I know we’ve been careful except for the first night. That was on me. But when we were back at my flat in LA. Do you remember that night?”

      “Yes,” I said, feeling my cheeks grow warm.

      “Dearil started to come out. He runs on high emotions, and lust is one of them. He wanted you as much as I did. I tried my best to stop him. But, well, that’s why I wanted you to close your eyes. I should have told you immediately, but I was ashamed and embarrassed.”

      My face grew even hotter thinking about it. It was the night I felt like I was going to split in two, and I came hard and fast. I had sex with a monster. The Kelpie King. The thought alone was somehow a turn-on. Wicked and taboo. I shifted uncomfortably in the tub.

      “Aye, you remember it,” he said, running his fingers over my cheeks. “Well, the condom tore that night.”

      “Are you saying our baby might be a monster?” I asked, almost laughing.

      “It’s not funny. I’m being serious. I don’t know how any of this works. I didn’t think I was capable of having children, considering my whole – um - situation. I’m broken.”

      “You’re not broken, and what are you really trying to say?”

      “It’s just if you’re scared and you don’t want the baby. I’ll understand.”

      I looked up at him, hoping he could see the anger in my eyes. “I’m having our baby Keir. Monster or no monster. We’ll figure it out.”

      He sighed and smiled. “Okay, enough said. Now get out of the bathtub because I want to take you to bed. I’m exhausted.”

      I settled into the sheets. I, too, hadn’t realized how exhausted I was. Keir lay down next to me, spooning me into his arms. “Is it wrong if I tell you I want you?”

      “No,” I said. I felt fragile and raw, and a tear ran down my cheek. “Keir, I should never have doubted you.”

      “Shh, you had every right to doubt me. You have seen all of me. The worst of me. And I know it’s terrifying. But I promise I will never hurt you. No matter what state I’m in.”

      “I know you won’t.”

      “I want to make love to you, darling. I need to know you’re all right. I need to feel you beneath me and be inside you.” He pulled me to him as he took my mouth in his. His hand gently caressed the bruises on my neck. I felt a wetness on his cheek and realized what I thought was my tears belonged to him.

      “I should have been there,” he said. “He never should have touched you.”

      I rolled on my back as he entered me. “He’s gone. Don’t think of him.”

      “You’re mine, lass. All mine. Forever.”

      Slowly, he made love to me.

      Tender and controlled, I could feel the restraint behind each thrust. He was reclaiming his dominion. Taking back what he thought he had lost.

      There would be no turning back from here.

      To have him like this – vulnerable and unguarded – meant accepting every part of him.

      All of him.

      The good and the bad.

      The scary and the unknown.

      The monster.

      And I would have him no other way.

      “I love you, Evie,” he whispered. “I love you so much it hurts.”

      I knew what it meant for him to say that. The courage it took. The trust.

      “I love you too, Keir. I always will,” I promised. “All of you.”

      He wrapped his arms around me, and his hand came to rest on my stomach.

      There were three of us now.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          

      

    

    






KEIR

        

      

    

    
      I gathered the men in the chapel. There was a change in the air. Something was amiss, as if the balance of the world had somehow shifted. I could feel it, and so could the other men.

      Something evil lurked in the air.

      Something threatening.

      Sir Leonard hadn’t come. He was nowhere to be found.

      The new lad, Harrison Rafferty, sat on an old wooden pew with his head in his hands, having been initiated the night before.

      There was strength in numbers, and I had a feeling we would need it with whatever we were facing.

      “Leonard was receiving threats,” I said to Rhys and Aidan. “I now have a tendency to believe him.”

      “From who?” Rhys asked.

      “I have no idea. But there are people who know about us. Donovan Sullivan knew about us.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Aidan interjected.

      “I’m suggesting we lay low for a while. I’ll find Leonard. He seemed to think whoever threatened him and killed the Patels wasn’t entirely human.”

      “You mean they are like us?” Rhys ran a hand through his dark brown hair.

      “Aye.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Go back to your homes and stay alert. Now is not the time to be trusting anyone. I’ll keep Harrison here with me for a while until he understands and can control whatever is inside him.”

      “We shouldn’t have brought him on,” Aidan said bitterly. “Why subject someone to what we go through.”

      “Leonard insisted. He told me the Circle must always have a man from each country, or the balance of power could be catastrophic. I wasn’t going to argue with him. None of us choose this.”

      “Why not end it?” Aidan asked. “Let the Circle break up.”

      “Because maybe there is a bigger purpose we’re unaware of, and until we figure out where Leonard is and put an end to this fucking threat, we need each other.”

      “You’re turning over a new leaf, Keir,” Rhys laughed. “I never thought I would see the day that you actually gave a fuck about any of this.”

      Harrison let out a low moan, clutching his stomach.

      “Aidan, I need you to take Evie back to California. It’s too dangerous for her to stay here with him. Then you can return to Ireland.”

      He nodded. “Your dungeon makes a good battleground. I had to have Niles lock me in there in the beginning.”

      I hadn’t asked him about what lived in him. But I could see the change. He was confident and loyal. Whether he recognized it yet or not, he had become powerful. 

      He had become a king.

      Sir Leonard was right. Accepting our true selves was necessary. There was freedom in it. It offered a light in the darkness.

      “A regibus intus potential jacet,” I said, I said taking a knee and bowing my head before the altar.

      “A regibus intus potential jacet,” they repeated, doing the same.

      We stood up, and I looked at my men. “Godspeed.”

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






SIR LEONARD

        

      

    

    
      I felt the darkness before I saw it. Cold and damp, it settled into my bones. I longed to call up the Bodach. King of the Bogeymen. To feel his powers electrify each cell of my body. But he no longer came. He was gone. I was powerless. The last time I felt him was when I foretold my own death. Cursed by my own demon. He laid the day of my death on the ground before me as a special gift. 

      The end was now. My time had come.

      She came toward me, slithering out of the corner, silent and lethal.

      The air around me crackled as it froze, and icicles formed on the furniture and roof.

      She was the Dearg Due.

      The red bloodsucker.

      Beautiful, wicked, and absolutely horrifying.

      “Why?” I asked her as she sat down beside me.

      “Because there are too many kings. The world needs a queen.”

      “Will it hurt?” I shivered. Her arm looped around my neck like an icy noose.

      “No.” She bit into my neck, and I sighed.

      Winter took root in my soul as she sucked me dry, and I felt my life slowly drain away.
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