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CHAPTER ONE

 

Six Weeks Ago

 

PEPPER BROOKS STOOD frozen to the floor of
the diner, and not because there was probably some kind of syrup
still there from the day before. A cassette tape had been hidden
under the poor excuse for a tip, and she wracked her brain in an
attempt to figure out how…more importantly, who.

The table had been filled
with teenagers obviously out past their curfew, but she couldn’t
imagine them putting the tape under the money. The last time
she’d seen a cassette
tape was a hundred years ago. So how did it get there? She picked
it up and saw that it was the single of “Every Breath You
Take.”

Last week a movie poster
for Fatal Attraction had been slipped under the wiper blade of her car, and the
week before that a forty-five of “My Obsession” had been mailed to
her here at the diner.

She didn’t need this!
She already had more than enough on her mind and could feel the
rapid approach of a nasty headache. Her friend, Samantha Moore, was
moving to Scotland and Pepper was already missing her. When Pepper
moved from California to Savannah in second grade, she and Samantha
became best buds and had been inseparable ever since. There hadn’t
been a day they hadn’t talked or seen each other, usually both, and
Pepper didn’t know what she was going to do without her “sister”
close.

“Pepper! Order up,” Hank
yelled.

Pepper jumped and shoved the money and the
tape in her apron. “Coming.”

Her boss was in a mood tonight…had been all
day.

She made her way to the window and spent the
next two hours so rushed off her feet, she forgot all about the
cassette.

* * *

Pepper’s phone rang for the fourth time in
fifteen minutes. She frowned and ignored it—again. The number was
restricted, so she never answered, and they never left a message.
But now they were beginning to piss her off. The calls had started
the day after the cassette tape had been delivered. The person
called three times a day, then four…now it was escalating.

“Pepper!” Hank snapped.
“Where the hell is your head, girl?”

Pepper glanced at him through the food
window and shook her head. “Sorry, Hank.”

He muttered something under his breath and
pushed a plate through the window. Pepper picked up her order and
set it in front of her customers, forcing a smile and counting the
minutes to the end of her shift.

* * *

Five Weeks ago

 

Pepper was late. She’d
promised Sam she’d help her pack for her trip, but work was crazy.
She pulled into the driveway of the Moore house and set the brake.
Her car was about ready to die, and she prayed it would last long
enough to put her plan into motion.

She found the door
unlocked and let herself in. Sam’s parents rarely locked the house,
a habit that made Pepper uncomfortable.

Stepping into the
foyer, she called up the stairs. “Sammi!”

“Up
here.” Samantha peeked over the hallway railing. “You look like
you’re dressed for World War Two.”

“You like?” Pepper rested a hand on her hip and chuckled.
“It’s laundry day.” She’d pulled her hair into a messy bun and wrapped a bandana
around her head, forties style. To top it off, the only thing she
had clean was an old pair of overalls and a
T-shirt.

“Very cute.”

Sam’s mother leaned
over the railing as well. “Come on up, honey, and I’ll check on
dinner. Will you join us?”

“Yes, please! Thanks, Mrs. Moore.” Pepper waved her letter in
the air as she jogged up the stairs, two at a time. “You’re never
going to guess what’s happened!”

Sam laughed. “You won
the lottery and are going to join me in Scotland.”

Pepper bobbed her
head. “Yes.”

Sam snorted as she
made her way back into the bedroom. “You’re funny.”

“No,
seriously. Not the lottery, but I got into MGA.”

“What?”

Pepper handed her the
notice. “I auditioned for MGA. In Edinburgh. They accepted me. I’ve
committed to their one-year advanced course.”

“MGA?” Sam skimmed the letter. “Performing arts? Seriously?
Pepper, this is a lot of money. How are you going to pay for
this?”

“I
have almost eight thousand saved.”

“To
train Jonesy for the trials!”

Pepper waved her
hand dismissively. “Trials, shmials.”

“I
thought winning the Olympics was the most important thing in your
life. Or at the very least, getting away from your mother while
you’re training him. He’s the reason you haven’t dated or done
anything outside of school or work for three years.”

“Priorities change, I guess.” Pepper
smiled. “And, technically, I
will be getting away from her…all the way across the
ocean.”

“What about Jonesy? You were essentially the midwife to his
mother. You’ve raised that horse since birth.”

Pepper faltered. She’d
need to figure that out. But she would. “It’s just a year. I’ll
have no problem finding a nice young girl to look after him for
me.” She swallowed hard as she thought about her rescue dog. “And
Mom can look after Rover.”

“Pepper.” Sam handed back the letter. “What’s really going on?
You’ve always said that acting and singing was for fun and would
never take priority over becoming a vet. I’m still not clear on how
you’d be able to finish veterinary school and train for the
Olympics at the same time…but then, you’re the dreamer.”

“You
make that sound like it’s a bad thing.”

Sam
shook her head. “Not at all. I
envy it and you know it. Spill.”

“I
can’t just want to join my best friend for an adventure in a land
full of sexy men?”

Sam smirked. “You
assume all Scottish men look like Ewan MacGregor.”

“And
you assume they all look like Gobber the Belch.”

Sam giggled. “Is
it weird we went to see How to Train your Dragon and we don’t even have kids?”

“No,
because we took Chelsea’s kid as a cover…she got a free afternoon,
and Chase got to see a movie with his favorite spice.”

“Okay, you have me there, but still, what’s really going
on?”

“Nothing. Really. My mom’s just driving me crazy.”

“You’ve been home less than a month,” Sam pointed
out.

Once Sam moved out of
their rental, Pepper did too. She hated living alone and couldn’t
really afford it, so she’d moved back in with her mother out of
desperation.

“I
know,” Pepper admitted. “At least she passes out drunk more nights
than most, but still, I probably should have stayed at our
place.”

“Sorry.”

“I’m
the one who can’t stand the thought of living alone. It’s not your
fault. But I do need to make a change.”

Sam sighed. “Yeah, you
should get out of there, but don’t you think this is a bit
drastic?”

“Nope, not at all. I just want to go somewhere where
there’s no
drama.”

Sam laughed. “So
you’re going to drama school.”

Pepper had to give her
that. Her friend was entirely too logical sometimes. “How about we
halt this fascinating conversation and I’ll help you finish
packing?”

“Okay, okay. You’re off the hook for now. Just give me some
notice before you arrive. I’m assuming I’ll have to find a two
bedroom place to rent, huh?”

“I’ll take the couch,” Pepper said. “I’m not
picky.”

Sam choked in
response. “Says the woman with champagne taste on a beer
budget.”

“Oh,
I at least have enough to spring for the sparkling
wine.”

* * *

Four Weeks Ago

 

“Bye, Hank,” Pepper called as she closed her
locker, grabbed her purse, and started toward the door. “See you
tomorrow.”

“Don’t be late,
girl.”

“I won’t,” she said…but
she probably would be. She hadn’t slept through the night in almost
a week. The barrage of mysterious calls, combined with her mother’s
drunken middle-of-the-night tirades, made it impossible.

She headed toward her car, keys at the
ready, and unlocked the door. As was her habit—after watching yet
another horror flick alone—she checked the backseat and then jumped
inside and locked the door. She hadn’t received anything from her
secret admirer in three days, and instead of that making her feel
better, she was more nervous than ever.

Her phone rang. She picked it up and saw
Dalton Moore’s name on her screen. She almost ignored it.
Almost.

“Hi, Dalt.”

“Hey. I can’t believe you
answered the phone.”

“Me neither,” she
grumbled.

“Is there anything I can
do to make you forgive me?”

Dalton Moore was Samantha’s brother and the
man Pepper had sworn never to speak to again. He was a playboy of
the worst degree but in a moment of weakness, he’d convinced her to
give him a chance and they went out on a series of dates. Just as
she’d started to give him a piece of her heart, she’d walked in on
him “enjoying” his receptionist…on the desk in his office.

The worst part of it was she couldn’t tell
Sam. Her best friend never even knew they’d dated, and now she
couldn’t share her heartbreak with the one person she had always
told everything to.

Pepper sighed. “I’m not mad anymore,
Dalt.”

“I wish I could
explain.”

“I’m sure you do. But you
said you can’t, so let’s just leave it, okay? I’m heading home, so
I need to hang up.”

“Can we have lunch next
week?”

“Maybe.” She turned the
ignition. “I gotta go. ’Bye.” She hung up and rubbed her forehead.
Lord, she was tired. Her phone rang again and she answered it.
“Dalton, seriously, we’ll talk next week.”

A hiss came over the line and then, “It’s
not Dalton.”

Pepper went very still. She swallowed. “Um,
sorry, I think you might have the wrong number.”

“I don’t have the wrong
number,” the low voice came.

She didn’t recognize the man’s voice…she
could only tell he was southern because of his thick accent.

“I’m a little disappointed
in you, you know,” he droned.

“Excuse me?” she
snapped.

“I sent you several gifts
and you threw all but the cassette tape away.”

She’d forgotten about the cassette.

Crap, it must be in my other apron. How did
he know?

“I don’t know who you are,
but you must have the wrong number—”

“I don’t have the wrong
number, Pepper. Don’t hang up.”

“Why not?”

“Because if you do, bad
things are going to happen.”

“Oooh, I’m scared.” She
snorted. “Listen, weirdo, I don’t know who you are, but you need to
quit harassing me. If you don’t, I’ll call the authorities. I know
people.”

She didn’t really, but it sounded good.

He laughed. “Like your friend, Dalton Moore?
He’s not a real man…not like me.”

He knows Dalton? WHAT?

“And if you even think
about talking to Samantha Moore, I will kill her,” he
continued.

“I’m hanging up
now.”

She did and shook her head. The guy was
obviously a kook who had too much time on his hands. She couldn’t
believe he’d actually got in her head. Tonight, she planned to have
a glass or two of red wine and sleep like a baby.

* * *

Pepper stood in Jonesy’s stall and ran the
brush over her beloved Arabian’s neck. “Who’s my good boy? Hmm?”
Jonesy nudged her with his nose and she giggled. “Okay, okay. You
did really well today. You deserve a peppermint.” She dug in her
pocket and pulled out the treat. Jonesy took it gently from her
palm, nodded his head, and took his time with his favorite
candy.

“It’s time for you to go
to sleep and me to go home.”

Jonesy let out a quiet whinny. Pepper called
it his “growl.” He did it whenever she said or did something he
didn’t like—at least, that’s what she told everyone. She was
convinced he knew what she was saying. Her phone pealed in the
quiet and she squeezed her eyes shut, hoping it wasn’t her
“friend.” It was Sam.

“Sammi?”

“Thank God,” Sam
said.

Pepper’s heart started to race. “What’s
wrong?”

“Pepper, I’m in
trouble.”

“Why, what happened?” she
squeaked.

“I think I might be
falling in lust.”

Pepper started laughing and nearly dropped
the phone.

“Pepper?”

Pepper patted Jonesy’s nose and stepped out
of his stall. “You totally freaked me out! I thought you were
really in trouble!”

“I’m sorry. I just don’t
know what to do. I’ve never ever felt this way before.”

“I know you haven’t.”
Pepper laughed again. “Who are you lusting over?”

“My boss!”

“Not the hottie on the plane?”

Sam had told her about Cole something or
other, the cute guy she’d sat next to on the plane and Pepper had
secretly hoped she’d have as much luck as her friend did when it
was her turn to leave.

“Who? Oh, no. He’s cute, but nothing
compared to my boss. Pepper, he looks like he stepped off the cover
of a romance novel and on top of that, he has this incredible
voice. He’s Scottish, but there’s something else there. If
Alexander Skarsgård and Craig Ferguson had a baby, he’d sound like
him. And his name’s Kade, for freak’s sake. Kade! Did his parents
do that to ensure every woman on the planet would want to procreate
with him?”

“Long hair ala Brad Pitt
in Legends?”
Pepper asked, hopeful.

“Think Keith Urban.”

“Ooh…even better.” Pepper bit her lip. “Holy
cow. I might need to push my flight up.”

“I’m losing it, Pep.
Seriously, I think this might have been a mistake,” Sam continued.
“I think I should come home.”

“Don’t you dare!” Pepper
snapped. “You might be shy, Samantha Christene Moore, but you are
no coward. Plus, this is your dream job.”

Sam sighed. “I know, I know. I just don’t
know what to do. You know my rule.”

“No mixing business with
pleasure, yeah, yeah,” Pepper droned. “Maybe throw that rule in the
air and shoot the hell out of it.”

“That’s not a good
idea.”

Pepper rolled her eyes as she leaned against
the stall door. “How do you know? Take a chance for once, Sam.
What’s the worst that could happen?”

“I could lose my
job.”

“One you don’t actually
need, right now anyway. You have money saved, so if you had to come
home and look for another job, you could.”

“True. I just don’t know
if I feel that brave.”

“Brave, schmave. Does this
fall into the category of being hit by a bolt of lightning wrapped
in a rainbow?”

Sam giggled. “Oh, Pep. Yes. Really, you
should have been an ad-man.”

“Let me tell you what
you’re going to do. You’re going to throw caution to the wind and
embrace whatever comes your way. Especially, if it’s some hot
Scottish guy.”

“Pepper, he’s not
interested in me,” Sam complained.

“How do you know? He could
be feeling the same thing you are.”

“Ever the romantic, I
see.”

Jonesy peeked his head out of the stall and
nudged her shoulder. Pepper grinned and stroked his nose. “Do me a
favor.”

“What?” Sam
groaned.

“Just go with it. If it’s
meant to happen, then let it happen. Fall in love if you
can.”

“No! Falling in love with
your boss is about as useful as a screen door on a
submarine.”

Pepper drawled in her best southern gal
accent, “Well, shut mah mouth. I mean, even a blind squirrel bumps
into an acorn now and then.”

“Pepper, stop. I just need
to know what to do until you get here.”

Pepper chuckled. “I just told you.”

“You’re no
help.”

“Okay, how about this?”
Pepper secured Jonesy’s lock. “Try to get a glimpse of him naked.
Maybe he’s a troll under his clothing.”

Sam giggled. “Oh, Pepper. I miss you.”

Pepper laid her palm over her stomach as her
excitement bubbled up inside of her. “Just about nine weeks now, my
friend. I’m counting down the days.”

“Me too.”

“Okay, I just put Jonesy
to bed in his stall and now I need a glass of wine and a long hot
shower to wash the horse off me.”

“In that
order?”

“Maybe I’ll start and end
with the wine.”

“Nice. Thanks for the pep
talk…pun intended,” Sam said. “I’ll Skype you over the weekend
unless I have another crisis.”

“Sounds good. Love
you.”

“Love you too.”

Pepper hung up, kissed Jonesy one more time,
and headed to her car. She arrived to find her back tire flat.
“Great!”

She was the last one in the barn tonight,
which wasn’t unusual, but it was dark and she hated to bug the
owner. With a groan, she pulled out her phone, found her Triple A
card, and dialed their number. The operator said it could take up
to an hour for a tow truck to come and asked if she was in a safe
place to wait. If she wasn’t she should call 9-1-1. Pepper assured
her she was safe and that she’d just wait in the car.

Pepper sighed and got into
the car. She hated waiting. For anything. Technically, she could change the tire
herself—Samantha’s dad had taught both of them basic car care when
they got their licenses—but she didn’t “do” manual labor…or grease.
Not to mention, a migraine was approaching and she was out of pain
meds.

Luckily, she’d downloaded the new album from
Fallen Crown. She hadn’t had a chance to listen to the whole thing
yet, but it was her favorite band and this was the perfect
opportunity to immerse herself in the music. She dropped her head
onto the headrest and settled in to wait. She was three songs in
when a knock at her window elicited a quiet squeal, but her heart
calmed when she saw who it was. Mario Hernandez was one of the
best-looking men she’d ever met. Tall and muscular, the native
Mexican had been living in Savannah since he was a teenager and
working at the ranch for almost as long. Now thirty-five, he was
married with two kids and was the go-to trainer for the rich and
influential. He’d been training Pepper for two years in exchange
for light bookkeeping and administrative duties. The arrangement
was working out perfectly for them both.

“Hey, Rio.” She opened her
door and stepped out. “What are you still doing here?”

He grinned. “I could ask you the same thing,
but it’s not quite midnight, so you’re still within your
timetable.”

She snorted. “You’re funny. Uh, my tire’s
flat. I’m waiting for the tow truck.”

He frowned. “No need for that. I can change
it for you.”

“Don’t you need to go
home?”

He sighed. “Anna took the kids to her mom’s
for the week. I’m joining them over the weekend, but for now, I’m
trying to distract myself.”

She grinned. Mario loved his family and they
adored him right back. Pepper grabbed her keys and opened the
trunk. “Okay, then distract away. The tire’s in here. Thanks.”

Less than thirty minutes later, Mario was
setting the flat in the trunk just as a truck made its way up the
road.

“Oh, crud. I forgot to
cancel the tow truck,” Pepper said.

“Why don’t you head home,
and I’ll talk to the tow guy,” Mario offered. “You have to work
tomorrow.”

“So do you,” she pointed
out.

He chuckled. “Ah, but I need a distraction,
remember?”

“Right.” She climbed into
the car and cranked the window down. “Thanks for everything,
Rio.”

“See you tomorrow for your
lesson. Get some sleep.”

Pepper waved and headed down the driveway,
past the truck and toward home. She was halfway home when her phone
rang. “Hello?”

“Why did you let the
Mexican fix your car, Pepper?”

It was him.

“What?”

“I warned you, Pepper. Do
you remember?”

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

“You are not behaving the
way you are supposed to. You are going to need to learn to obey me,
Pepper.”

“Excuse me? You haven’t
told me anything. Not that I’d listen if you did. I’d highly
suggest getting back on the crazy train and heading on out of
town.”

“And I’d suggest you
listen to me or you’ll be in trouble, Pepper.”

“You better leave me
alone, or I’m calling the cops.”

“Call them, Pepper. They
won’t find me.”

Pepper shook. He was creepy as hell, and not
just because he said her name after almost every sentence.

“Look, I don’t know what
you want. Just tell me and I’ll see what I can do,” she
said.

A sardonic chuckle sounded
through the phone. “I want you, Pepper. It’s always been
you.”

“Well, you can’t have me.
Just leave me alone!”

“I will have you, Pepper. One way or
another.”

“Creep!” She hung up and
glanced in her rearview mirror. Maybe he was following her. She
decided to take the long way home, just in case. She arrived at the
badly-in-need-of-repair box her mother called home, and parked in
the driveway. Shaking off her impending sense of doom, she made her
way inside.

She closed the front door and frowned. Her
big black lab usually met her at the door.

“Rover,” she
called.

Nothing.

“Mom?”

Still nothing.

She sighed. Her mom probably locked Rover
outside when she went out with Jeff, the new “sweet, but
misunderstood” ex-con who’d swept her off her feet.

Her mother’s cat, Morris, was pacing the
length of the sliding glass door and meowing. Pepper dropped her
purse on the kitchen counter and, after grabbing a dog biscuit,
made her way to the door and opened it. “Rover?”

She flipped the outdoor light switch, but
nothing happened. “Wonderful.” She couldn’t see much, even the moon
was hiding from her, so she flipped on the lamp inside the door.
Rover was lying on the concrete patio slab next to his dog
house.

“Rover? Hey, buddy, why
aren’t you in your cozy bed?” She knelt beside him and her stomach
turned. “Rover? Come on, buddy, you need to wake up.” She continued
to try to wake him, but the reality was that her beloved dog was
dead. As the tears streamed down her face, she sat back on her
heels and let the stress of the evening cover her.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she
answered it. “Hello?”

“It was a painless death,
Pepper.”

“What?” she
squeaked.

“Next time, maybe you’ll
listen to me, hmm? I warned you that something bad would happen if
you didn’t do what I said. This time it was your dog, Pepper. Next
time it might be your mother. Or perhaps even Jonesy…although, I
think I’ll leave him until last and make you watch.”

“Why are you doing this to
me? What do you want?”

“I want you, Pepper. I
have always wanted you.”

“I don’t even know who you
are!”

He chuckled. “Oh, you will. But in the
meantime, we should really get to know one another, hmm? We’ll
start slow. Answer my calls. Every time, Pepper. Understand? Do as
I tell you and as you earn my trust, you’ll be rewarded.”

“And if I
don’t?”

“Don’t push me, Pepper.
One of the things I like most about you is your spunk, however,
your mouth has gotten you into trouble, and I think we need to work
on that. Now, bury your dog. I’ve taken the liberty of digging a
grave in the corner of your yard.”

Her blood ran cold. “What?”

“I know you like to be
taken care of, my love. I’d never make you do manual
labor.”

Pepper swallowed. “Leave me alone.”

“I can’t do that, Pepper.
Take care of your animal before he starts to decompose and I’ll
call you in the morning before your shift at the diner. I’d like
you to wear that pretty blue scarf you wore to the airport when you
said good-bye to Samantha. This will show me you’re willing to do
as you’re told.”

The phone went dead.


CHAPTER TWO

 

PEPPER HADN’T ANSWERED the stalker’s calls or
worn the scarf. He wasn’t happy. Neither was Hank when he received
a call in the middle of the night informing him the diner was on
fire.

Pepper was frantic to tell the police who
she suspected set the fire, but she didn’t even know where to
direct them. She still tried, though. They were helpful up to a
point. They hadn’t finished the investigation on the fire, so they
wouldn’t share what they’d found. If anything. There also wasn’t
any evidence she was being stalked. Not even a record that she’d
received phone calls from anyone other than the people in her phone
contacts. And since she didn’t know who he was, they couldn’t
help.

He’d been able to cover his tracks better
than she could have imagined. When she told the police about Rover,
they’d come out to the house to find the “grave” wasn’t there. All
they saw was fresh sod. The creep had apparently dug up her dog and
refilled the hole.

A canvas of the neighbors
revealed nothing. No one had heard or seen anything, and she
quickly realized she might be dealing with a crazy person, but he
was a smart crazy
person. When he called two mornings later, she answered
it.

“Ahhh, Pepper, you
entertain me so, my love. Are we done playing our little
game?”

Pepper bit her lip, willing the tears to
stay away. “Yes.”

“Excellent. Now, you have
that training session with your Mexican today. Wear the blue scarf
and make me proud. It’ll be the last time you ride your beloved
horse, after all.”

“What? No! You can’t hurt
him.”

“But you are to be
punished, my love. You disobeyed me.”

“Please don’t hurt him,”
she begged. “I’ll do anything.”

“Anything?”

She bit her fist in an effort not to sob.
“Yes.”

“Sell him.”

“What?” She shook her
head. “Sell him?”

“Yes. Sell him. You have
two days.”

He hung up.

* * *

Three Weeks Ago

 

Pepper slipped quietly through the front
door, hoping her mother wasn’t home. She didn’t need questions,
particularly ones jaded by alcohol, and she had to make a phone
call she was dreading.

The house was quiet, so she pulled out the
burner phone she’d paid for with cash and dialed Dalton’s
number.

“Dalton Moore.”

“Hi, it’s Pepper,” she
whispered.

“What number are you
calling from?” he asked.

“It’s a burner
phone.”

“What happened to
your phone?”

“It’s a long story.” She
squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. “I need your
help.”

“Does that mean you’ve
forgiven me?”

“Don’t, Dalton, okay?
Someone’s stalking me and you’re the only one who can help
me.”

“What do you mean
‘stalking’ you?”

“Some guy has been leaving
weird crap at the diner for me, calling a hundred times a day, and
now he killed Rover.”

“What the hell, Pepper?
Why didn’t you call me sooner?” he snapped.

“Because I thought I could
handle it, but then he used your name specifically, so I thought
you might know him.”

“Can you narrow it down?
I’m not in the habit of keeping company with dickheads who stalk
women.”

“All I know is he’s the
guy who burned down the diner and the same one who calls me every
fifteen minutes on my frickin’ phone!” she snapped. “You know
everyone. You must have sold a car to someone in the law
enforcement field, right? I need your help.”

“Let me think. I’ll call
you back as soon as I can, okay?”

Pepper squeezed her eyes shut and slid down
the wall. “Okay.”

She hung up with Dalton just as her other
phone rang. “Hello.”

“Hello, my love. You had a
good day today.”

She bit her lip. “I did everything you told
me to.”

“I know you did. Well
done. Tonight I’ll let you sleep through the night. I’ll call you
in the morning. I left you a bottle of your favorite wine on the
patio.”

She wiped the tears from her cheeks.
“Thanks.”

“Enjoy it.”

He hung up and Pepper sat in silence for
several minutes before making her way to the patio. She had no
intention of drinking the wine, but she’d had another flat when she
refused his gift of a bottle a week earlier, so it was easier just
to open it and dump it. She was pretty sure he didn’t have cameras
in her house…at least, so far.

Her mother’s house was the one place she
felt safe, and the irony wasn’t lost on her. It was the same place
that several of her mother’s “friends” had tried to take advantage
of her, forcing her to add several locks to her bedroom door and
hide whenever her mother’s “company” was being entertained.

Pepper grabbed the wine and locked the door
again. Once she dumped the bottle down the sink, she took her
migraine medication, shut off all the lights, rushed to her room,
and locked herself in. She sat on the bed, back to the wall, and
prayed she didn’t have to pee. Nothing outside of a burning inferno
was going to get her out of the bedroom.

* * *

Pepper came awake with a fright when she felt
a strong, calloused hand press over her mouth. The smell of soap
and burnt fireworks assaulted her nose. She tried to scream as she
kicked and scratched and did whatever she could to push the person
off her.

“Shhh, Pepper, it’s
me.”

She blinked. “Dalton?” she mumbled behind
his hand.

He was kneeling beside her bed, black jeans
and a black T-shirt helping disguise him in the dark. “Yeah. I’m
gonna let you go. Okay?”

She nodded and he removed his hand.

“What are you doing here?”
she asked.

“I did some checking, and
someone’s definitely messing with you.”

She sat up and pushed the covers off her
legs. “Did some checking?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I have a secret to tell
you, but you have to promise not to tell anyone. Not even Sam.”

“I promise.”

“I’m with the
FBI.”

“What? What does that
mean? You’re a spy?”

“Sure. We’ll go with
that.”

Pepper burst into tears. “Is this why you’ve
been shutting me out?” she asked in a sob.

Despite her protests, Dalton wrapped his
arms around her and pulled her into his lap. “Hey. It’s okay. I’m
sorry, babe. Seriously. There’s so much I want to tell you, but I
can’t.”

She knew she couldn’t fight against his
strength, so she sagged against him and sobbed into his chest for
what seemed like forever, the relief and fear finally merging into
one. Dalton held her without speaking and she began to calm.

“How did you get in here?
I locked both locks.”

“Deadbolts are
easy-peasy,” he said.

“But how did you get into
the house?”

“The basement.”

She gasped. “Oh! The broken window. I forgot
about that.”

He shook his head. “No, not that. I fixed
that last week. But I fixed it so I could still get in.”

She frowned. “You did? How come I didn’t
know about that?”

“There are a few things
you don’t know.” He lifted her chin with his finger. “This creep
might be watching you, but so am I, okay?”

“Why?”

“Because I promised you
I’d never let anything happen to you again, remember?”

“That was a long time ago,
Dalt.”

“A promise is a
promise.”

“Why haven’t you said
anything?” she asked.

“Because I couldn’t.
Technically, I shouldn’t be saying anything now.”

She climbed off his lap and stood. “I don’t
understand.”

“I know you
don’t.”

“Was anything
real?”

“You mean us?”

She nodded and bit her lip, not sure she
wanted to know the answer.

“Baby, it was all real for
me,” he said.

“What about your
receptionist?”

“It’s
complicated.”

“Was she real?” Pepper
pressed.

“Not even close.” He shook
his head. “She was part of a case.”

“So, our being together
and then breaking up?” Pepper fisted her hands at her side. “It was
all for nothing?”

Dalton stood and cupped her face. “It’s
better this way. I can’t be what you need.”

She pulled away from his touch. “Then why
did you make me believe you could be?”

Pepper tried not to react to his tortured
expression.

“Because I have loved you
forever,” he admitted. “From the moment I kissed you at your
twenty-first birthday party, I’ve wanted more.”

Pepper remembered the kiss. It had been four
years ago and was sweet, but over far too quickly and more than
baffling. “Dalton.”

“I know. I’m so sorry. It
was my selfishness that caused you pain and I wish I could take it
back. I wish the timing was different. I wish…well, I wish a lot of
things, I guess.”

She bit her lip. “You’re
so much more than anyone would even guess. I wish you’d show that.”

“I can’t. At least, not
yet.”

“What about
Sam?”

“Right. Sam. She’s
becoming a problem.” He groaned. “She knows when I’m lying. It’s
annoying. I’d love to tell her everything, but I can’t. I just hope
she forgives me one day. I miss her.”

“She misses you too, I
think. We don’t really talk much about you anymore.”

“That’s good. I want that
trend to continue,” he said.

“I can’t lie to her
either, you know.”

“If you don’t talk about
me, you won’t have to lie. She already knows something’s up with
us, she just doesn’t know what. We don’t need to offer information,
right?”

Pepper nodded.

Dalton pulled her back to sit on the bed.
“Let’s figure out what to do going forward. I want to get this
creep. It’s your birthday in three days, and I’d like to present
him on a platter as your gift.”

* * *

Pepper sat in Dalton’s office at the Mercedes
store and pretended to read a magazine. She turned the page,
frowning at the sight of her shaking hands. Dalton had insisted she
wait for him here, because it had a panic room right off the
office. He was drawing her stalker out and he wanted her somewhere
safe. She really just wanted to hop on a plane and escape, but she
knew she needed to see this through. If she didn’t, she’d always be
looking over her shoulder.

She swung her leg up and down in irritation.
Dalton had closed the dealership almost an hour ago and she still
sat by herself in the windowless room with no idea what was
happening outside. Without warning, she heard what sounded like
firecrackers and her heart raced.

Then, just as quickly, the office door flew
open and she was being dragged into the panic room. The door shut
and she heard the lock before Dalton collapsed next to her. She let
out a squeak and knelt next to him. “Dalt?”

He let out a hiss of pain when she tried to
move his arm. She noticed red seeping through his shirt. “You’re
bleeding.”

He squeezed his eyes tight and took a deep
breath. “I think my shoulder’s dislocated.”

“That wouldn’t explain the
blood, Dalt.”

“He got a shot off. Damn
it. He’s fast.”

“Did you see
him?”

“Nope. He wore a
mask.”

Pepper ripped his shirt open and tried to
ignore his perfectly formed chest. She pressed her palm to the
gunshot wound on his bicep. “Too much? Are you okay?”

He set his lips into a tight line.
“Yep.”

“I need to call 9-1-1…as
soon as I get the bleeding under control.”

“Just lift the phone,
it’ll go straight through.” He nodded behind him. “And then you
need to get out of here, Pepper.”

“How? I’m kind of stuck in
this room with you.”

“There’s a hidden exit. If
they find you, there’ll be more questions than answers and I’ll
have to explain what you’re doing here.” He shifted with a grimace.
“In my right pocket are keys to a green Mercedes right outside the
door. You can drive it to my place and leave your car here. I’m
hoping the jackwad will be watching for your car…throw him off the
scent.”

“I can’t leave you here
alone. What if you bleed to death?”

“I’m not that badly
hurt.”

“Hero to the nth degree, I
see.” Pepper scowled. “But I’m not
leaving you.”

“You’re the most stubborn
woman alive.”

“And your point is?” she
challenged.

“Fine.” He sighed. “You
can wait until we hear the sirens.”

She grinned. “Thank you.”

“I guess it’s officially
your birthday.”

Pepper glanced at the clock on the wall.
Just after midnight. “A whole quarter of a century.”

He chuckled and then groaned. “Ow.”

“Just stay still. They’ll
be here soon.”

“I owe you
dinner.”

“Are you ruled by
anything other than food, Dalton Moore?”

He gave her a lascivious grin. “Just
one.”

Pepper felt the heat creep up her neck.
“Okay, Romeo.”

“Mr. Moore?” The muffled
shout of a woman floated through the door.

Dalton nodded toward the back wall. “Hit the
tile just below the switch. The hidden door will open. Be quick, it
closes again in seconds.”

Pepper did as he instructed and a hidden
panel popped open.

“Go, babe.”

“Are you sure?” she
whispered.

“Yes. Go!”

As the paramedics banged on the panic room
door again, she slipped through the panel and made her escape,
heading to the safety of Dalton’s apartment. She found a bottle of
wine and sat down in front of Dalton’s ridiculously big screen
television to keep her company.

Sam called to wish her a happy birthday, and
keeping the news about her brother from her was the hardest thing
Pepper had ever done.

Pepper managed one night in his apartment
alone but was forced back to her mother’s house with a threat from
her stalker to hurt Rio if he couldn’t find her. There was some
comfort in knowing that he obviously had no idea where Dalton
lived, but her relief was short-lived when she was told Sam would
be arriving to check on her brother. Another person to worry about
would just about send her over the edge.

* * *

Sam’s father had insisted he pick Pepper up
on his way to get Dalton from the hospital and she didn’t have a
good enough reason to argue, especially since her car was dying
faster than she would have liked. Dalton offered to loan her his
car for a few days, since he wouldn’t be driving, which solved one
problem at least.

She was nervous about seeing Sam, worried
about the fact that she was even in town. Pepper’s stalker had
called just before Sam’s dad picked her up and reminded her not to
say anything to Sam. How he knew Sam would be in town, Pepper
couldn’t begin to guess. Mr. Moore pulled into the driveway and
Pepper forced a smile when she saw Sam standing on the front
porch.

“Let the fun begin,”
Dalton murmured as he opened the back door.

Pepper slid out of the front seat and held
her arms open for Sam. A flicker of concern flashed over Sam’s
face, but Pepper hugged her in an effort to ignore it. Sam loved
hugs. Pepper hoped this simple act would distract her from trying
to find out what was really going on.

Once Sam reluctantly let her go, focus was
pulled to Kade. He was as gorgeous as Sam had described and far
better looking in person than on Skype. Tall with dark blond hair,
long in a country music star kind of way, he exuded sex-appeal. His
smile appeared to be quick and genuine, and the love on his face
when he looked at Sam was priceless. He shook Pepper’s hand and
then took a moment to greet Dalton.

As they made their way into the house,
Pepper tried to keep the conversation moving away from her,
avoiding several of Sam’s more pointed questions. Thinking she’d
dodged a bullet, she started to relax, but then Sam finagled a way
to get her alone, insisting they pick up burgers for everyone, and
Pepper was on edge again.

She reluctantly followed Sam out to the
car.

As Sam pulled her dad’s BMW out of the
driveway, she glanced at Pepper. “You’re quiet.”

Pepper sighed. “Sorry. Just tired.”

“I’m glad we get a little
time alone.”

Pepper nodded. “Me too. I’m so glad you
could get a flight.”

Sam chuckled. “You could say that.”

“What?” Pepper
asked.

“Let’s just say he owns
his own plane.”

“Shut the front door!”
Pepper retorted. “And you got on it?”

“He has amazing powers of
persuasion.”

Pepper laughed. “I noticed that the moment
you walked into the room.”

“Really?”

Pepper nodded. “He adores you.”

Sam grinned. “The feeling’s mutual.”

Pepper shifted in her seat. “Your brother
looks good, huh?”

“Yeah. Typical Dalton…he
gets shot and manages to come out with a flesh wound, minor bruise,
and his hair still perfectly coiffed.”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “Totally.”

Once at the restaurant, Sam ordered the food
and they sat in a booth at the bar to wait for their order.

“I think we have time for
a beer,” Pepper said.

“You’re reading my
mind.”

“How’s
Scotland?”

“It’s amazing. I can’t
wait for you to see everything.”

“Me too.”

A server stopped by their table and they
took a few minutes to order.

“What about you? Hmm?
What’s going on with you?” Sam asked.

Pepper forced a smile. “Nothing. Just
counting the days until I leave.”

Sam frowned. “Pepper, what’s really going
on? You don’t look like you’re sleeping…or eating enough.”

“I’m fine, really. Normal
stress, you know? Trying to finish up a few classes so I don’t have
to retake them. And then, working full time just happens to be
tiring.” Pepper played with the napkin in front of her. “Then your
brother.”

Sam reached over and squeezed her hand.
“Thank you for being here, Pepper. Sometimes I really feel like
you’re the glue, you know?”

“Crazy glue,
maybe.”

Sam laughed. “I have missed you! I can’t
wait until you see the apartment. It’s gorgeous.”

“I can’t wait to be there
in person. The tour with your laptop made me feel a bit motion
sick.”

“Well, Kade says you don’t
have to find a different place. You’re welcome to stay as long as
you want. And we’ll be just down the hall, so you won’t be
alone.”

“This guy really sounds
too good to be true sometimes.”

Sam nodded. “I know. If I didn’t know him,
know him, I think I’d wonder.”

“Hmm-mm.”

“Have you been riding
much?”

Pepper shook her head. “Ah. No. Not
really.”

“Were you able to get
someone to look after Jonesy while you’re gone?”

Pepper bit her lip and stared at the
table.

“Pepper?”

“I sold him.”

“What?” Sam gasped. “When?
Why?”

“Three weeks ago. He needs
someone who can really take care of him.”

“Who did you sell him
to?”

“Britney.”

Sam frowned. “Rich bitch Brit?”

Pepper nodded.

“You can’t stand her.
She’s vapid and spoiled and only has horses because her parents buy
her whatever the heck she wants.”

“I know that, Sam,” Pepper
snapped. “Just drop it.”

The server returned with
their beers and Sam smiled her thanks. Focusing back on Pepper, she
asked, “Honey, what’s going on?”

Pepper tried to keep her irritation in
check. Sam could push her like no one else, and although Pepper
knew it was out of concern, Sam could also be known to peck Pepper
to death like a mother hen.

“Nothing. I’m sorry.”
Pepper sat back. “How do you know someone, Sam?”

“What do you
mean?”

“How do you know if
someone’s telling you the truth?”

Sam shrugged. “I guess it’s a gut feeling. I
know when people are lying to me because I never lie to myself. I
don’t try to explain away the flags…be they green, yellow, or
red.”

Pepper sipped her beer. “I know. I just wish
I knew how to do that.”

“Pepper,
what is going
on?”

“Nothing, Sam. It’s
nothing.”

Sam grasped Pepper’s arm. “You’re lying to
me. Now, tell me what the hell is wrong.”

“You have enough on your
plate right now.”

“Samantha, your order’s
ready,” a voice crackled over the loudspeaker.

“This isn’t done, Pep,”
Sam warned. “You and I are going to sit down and have a serious
conversation tonight. Got it?”

“I have to
work.”

“Then after work.”

Pepper shrugged. “Let’s get dinner back to
the masses. I’m sure they’re hungry.”

She was glad Sam didn’t press and when she
finished her dinner, she made her escape, insisting she had to get
to work. Anything to avoid the truth.

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

Present Day

 

PEPPER STOOD IN Samantha’s childhood bedroom
and waited while Sam fussed with her hair. Kade was on his way back
to the airport to pick up his brothers who were arriving from
Scotland within the hour. Sam had surprised Pepper with the news
that she and Kade would be married in Savannah instead of trying to
plan something from overseas. The family was all meeting in
Savannah for the wedding. Kade’s sister, Fiona, and Fiona’s close
friend, Payton, were sitting on the bed reading a gossip rag while
Pepper sat at Sam’s desk. Sam released several curse words as she
tried to “fix” perfection.

“Kade just left you ten
minutes ago,” Pepper said.

Sam scowled at her in the mirror. “Your
point?”

Pepper crossed her arms and rolled her eyes.
“My point, strange one, is that you can’t look any better than you
already do, and your fiancé wouldn’t care if you shaved your head.
He’d still look at you like you’re the only woman on the
planet.”

“I agree,” Payton piped
in.

“Are you suggesting I
shave my head?” Sam retorted.

Pepper giggled. “Oh, I’m
not suggesting, Sammi…I’m saying.”

Sam smiled and opened her mouth to say
something just as Pepper’s cell phone rang. Seeing her mother’s
name pop up on the screen, Pepper ignored it.

“Your mom?” Sam
asked.

Pepper nodded.

The phone pealed again and Pepper let out a
frustrated groan.

“Just answer it, Pep.
She’ll keep calling, especially if she’s drunk.”

Pepper nodded and answered the call. “Hi
Mom.”

“Persephone Moonbeam
Brooks, where’s Morris?” her mother slurred.

Pepper cringed at the ridiculous middle name
her mother had adopted. She shouldn’t, she knew it was a joke…her
real middle name was Esther…but the memory of many embarrassing
moments came flooding back whenever her mother used it.

“I don’t know where your
cat is, Mom. He’s probably roaming.”

“Uh-uh. I’s got a note
here…is says you know.”

Pepper’s blood went cold. “What do you
mean?” she asked as she stepped out of the room.

“Ith says, Morris is gone.
Ask Pepper why,” her mother relayed.

Pepper walked down the hallway. “Mom, are
you alone in the house?”

“Yeth, why?”

“Are the doors
locked?”

“Of course they are. I’m
not stupid.”

“Okay. Just stay there.
I’ll be home in a few.” Pepper hung up and would have left right
away, but her purse was still in Sam’s room. She made her way back
inside. “Hey. I need to take care of something. Can you do without
me for a bit?”

Sam nodded. “Sure. Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Mom’s melting down.
I’ll be back by dinner.”

“Can we do anything?”
Fiona asked.

“No. She does this a lot,”
Pepper said.

Sam hugged her. “Are you sure you’re
okay?”

“Yes.” Pepper forced a
smile and disengaged from Sam. “Now, enjoy your man. I’ll see you
later.”

She made her way downstairs and into her VW
Rabbit. She did her best not to speed home, but she was terrified
that Morris might have received the same fate as Rover.

* * *

Connall Gunnach sat with his brother Brodie
in the family jet and waited for the plane to taxi to their gate.
His brother-in-law, Angus, snored in the seat in front of them.
They’d spent the last week in Iceland and Scotland dealing with
family issues, and were now free to celebrate the “wedding” of Kade
and Samantha. The couple had already bonded in the way of their
people, so the ceremony would be performed for the benefit of
Samantha’s family and friends.

He and Brodie were discussing the events of
the next few days when irritation and then panic hit him square in
the chest. “Shite.”

“Con?” Brodie asked. “You
okay?”

Connall shook his head and tried to breathe.
Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong. He quieted his
mind and tried to listen as he took a series of deep breaths and
just as quickly, his panic eased. “Damn it.”

“What?”

Connall raised his hand in an effort to get
Brodie to quit talking. He needed to focus.

“Do I need to call
Kade?”

Panic hit him again.
“Brod! Haud yer wheesht!”

Brodie said something Connall didn’t catch,
although, he figured it wasn’t complimentary.

“It’s my mate. She’s
close.” Connall rubbed his forehead. “And in trouble.”

* * *

Pepper parked in the driveway and rushed into
the house. She found her mother unconscious on the kitchen floor, a
nasty bruise forming on her cheek. She knelt beside her and felt
her pulse. It seemed steady, but she couldn’t wake her. Grabbing
the house phone, she tried to dial 9-1-1, but realized quickly that
the phone was dead. Stupidly, she’d left her cell phone in her car
and she couldn’t find her mother’s.

She grabbed the biggest knife in the knife
block and headed toward the front door. Before she reached it,
however, it flew open and a dark figure stood in the doorway. With
a scream of determination, Pepper made a run for the person
standing in the doorway.

She didn’t get far.

“Whoa!”

Her wrist was grasped and her arm pulled
behind her. The knife clattered to the ground before she could do
any damage and she couldn’t stop a whimper, knowing beyond a shadow
of a doubt she was dead.

“Shhh. It’s
Dalton.”

Pepper squeezed her eyes shut.

“I’m going to let go now.
Don’t kill me,” he whispered.

She fell against him when he released her
arm and turned her to face him. His dark hair was swept away from
his face and his deep-set chocolate brown eyes showed concern as he
stroked her face. “Take a deep breath.”

Pepper focused on him as she tried to steady
her heart. Despite her attempts, she couldn’t stop her attraction
to him. The man was gorgeous to a fault. His chiseled jaw and tall
physique captured the epitome of the all-American hero. “Mom’s
unconscious, Dalt. She’s in the kitchen.”

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled
her closer. “Okay, we’ve got help on the way.” She tried to push
him away, but he squeezed tighter and shook his head. “Just let me
hold you for a minute.”

“I’m good, Dalt.” Pepper
pushed harder. She hated
to be hugged.

He dropped his arms and frowned. “Are you
sure?”

She nodded. “Yep.”

Awkward silence reigned as they stood in the
foyer and several agents swarmed her house. Pepper crossed her arms
and leaned against the wall.

What’s happening? Where are you?

Pepper glanced at Dalton. “What?”

He smiled. “What, what?”

“You just asked me a
question…in a weird accent.”

Dalton shook his head. “Babe, I haven’t said
a word in almost five minutes. Rare for me, I know, but still the
truth.”

Pepper rubbed her forehead. “I must be
hearing things.”

Where are you, lass? I’ll come to you.

“Dalton, stop
it.”

“Pepper, I’m not doing
anything!” he said.

“Agent Moore, we’ve got
something,” one of the men called from the kitchen.

Dalton jabbed a finger toward her in
warning. “You stay put, got it?”

Pepper nodded.

Will you tell me where you are? Please?

“Huh?” Pepper looked up,
but she was alone in the foyer. “It’s the stress. It must
be.”

It’s far more than stress, lass. You’re
terrified. Where are you?

No, no, no. I’ve finally gone nutso. Great.
I have a stalker and now I’m hearing voices.

You’re not crazy. I just
want to know where you are.

Stop it!

Pepper took a deep breath and pushed away
from the wall. A knock on the front door brought the EMTs and
Pepper led them to where her mother lay groaning on the floor.

Pepper knelt beside her. “Mom? The
paramedics are here. They’re going to take you to the
hospital.”

Pepper didn’t know if her mother was sober
enough to understand her, but she was pulled away and watched as
her mom was loaded into the ambulance.

“Okay, great. Thanks,”
Dalton said, and hung up his phone before focusing back on Pepper.
“Pack a bag, Pepper, you’re going to stay with
Samantha.”

“No, I can’t.”
Too dangerous.

What’s dangerous, lass?

Pepper let out a
frustrated squeak. Go away!

“Pepper, it’s not up for
discussion,” Dalton continued.

“I can’t go to your
parents’, Dalton. It’s not safe.”

He closed the distance between them. “That’s
why you’re going to stay at the hotel.”

“What hotel?”

“Just go pack a bag, okay?
The less you know the better.”

Biting her lip, she gave a reluctant nod,
then rushed to her bedroom and threw a few things into an overnight
bag, just wanting to get out of the house as quickly as possible.
The suitcases she planned to take to Scotland were stacked against
the wall, but they’d have to wait for now. She wished she didn’t
have another six weeks before she could escape this ridiculous
place. She wanted to go now.

She made a quick stop in the bathroom for
her toothbrush and makeup and then met Dalton by the front
door.

“Ready?” he
asked.

She nodded. “Sure.”

* * *

Dalton pulled his car up to the Gastonian and
Pepper groaned. “Dalton, I can’t afford to stay here. You guys know
that.”

“It’s covered,” Dalton
said. “Kade’s rented the whole place.”

“But Sam said the hotel
was full. They have a huge family, right?” She wrung her hands in
her lap. “I should just go to the hospital and wait with my
mom.”

“Babe.” Dalton grasped her
hand. “It’s okay. You’re
gonna be okay. We didn’t catch the guy tonight,
but we will. He’s not perfect. He’ll screw up. But I need you to
stay away from your mom right now. One of my agents is with her and
has promised to keep me posted on her situation. I’ll tell you if
anything changes.”

She disengaged from his touch. “What do I do
until then?”

“You come inside and spend
the evening with your best friend and her fiancé’s
family.”

“Are you coming
too?”

“Absolutely.” He grinned
and Pepper couldn’t help but smile back. He really was charming.
“Leave your bag in the car for now. I’ll grab it for you after
dinner.”

“Thanks.” Pepper slid from
the car and followed Dalton inside.

A small group stood talking in the lobby.
Kade had his arm firmly around Sam and three other men stood with
them, along with Fiona and Payton. Pepper assumed two of them were
Kade’s brothers…they looked quite a bit alike. The other man had
dark red hair and appeared attached to Fiona, so Pepper assumed he
was Angus, Fiona’s husband.

Pepper found herself drawn to the taller of
the two other men. Blond, with pale skin, he wore dark jeans, a
soft, long-sleeved T-shirt, and boots. He was nodding at something
the other was saying, until he locked eyes with her.

Like magnets drawn together, he approached
her and smiled as he held his hand out to her. “Pepper…lass.” His
voice covered her like silk and her stomach clenched in
response.

“Yes,” she
said.

How did he know?

“I’m Connall,” he
said.

Pepper’s heart raced. It was the voice. The
one in her head. She blinked up at him as he took her hand and
squeezed it gently. She calmed instantly. Gone was the fear that
had permeated every fiber of her being for the last few weeks. Gone
was the worry of what might happen in the coming weeks…or days.

She felt safe. She felt home.

She smiled. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Are you well?”

The question was layered and she knew
exactly what he was asking. She licked her lips and nodded.

Still holding her hand, Connall turned and
led her back to the small group, all eyes now focused on them.
Dalton hugged Samantha and turned back toward them, his eyes wide,
his expression questioning. Pepper frowned up at him, willing him
not to say something snarky.

“Con, this is Samantha’s
brother, Dalton,” Kade offered.

Connall kept his hand on Pepper’s lower back
as he shook Dalton’s hand, but dropped it when Samantha hugged
Pepper.

“You’re getting so much
better at hugging back,” Sam whispered.

“Might I point out, you
just saw me less than two hours ago.”

“And?” Samantha hugged her
tighter and swayed from side-to-side.

Pepper sighed. “Yes, yes…it’s a losing
battle. You have to hug or you will die.”

“Um, hello, you’ve had a
scare,” Sam said, releasing her. “I’m trying to make you feel
better.”

Pepper raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, fine. I’ve had a
scare too. Hugging you may not make you feel better,” Sam admitted. “But
it makes me feel
better.”

“Can we talk for a
sec?”

“Sure.”

Pepper pulled Sam aside, hoping they were
out of earshot of the group. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to
stay? I thought the hotel was full.”

She glanced over Sam’s shoulder, concerned
Connall might be “listening” in on her conversation, but he seemed
to be deep in conversation with Kade, so she shook off her
irrational thoughts and focused back on Sam.

“There’s always room for
you, Pep.” Sam smiled. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I don’t want to put
anyone out.”

“You’re not. Come on.” Sam
led her back to the lobby desk.

* * *

Connall watched as the confusion played over
Pepper’s features. He “listened” to her concerns and forced himself
not to step in and reassure her as she spoke with Sam.

On the plane, when he’d felt her panic and
honed in on her mind, he’d been shocked to discover his mate was
Samantha’s best friend. His surprise was quickly followed by
arousal. He’d seen pictures of Pepper and knew how gorgeous she
was. Of course, the photos hadn’t done her justice.

When she walked into the hotel, his initial
impulse was to pick her up and take her somewhere private.
Somewhere no other man could see her. She was stunning. Her light
blonde hair was pulled away from her face and secured with a simple
comb. When she’d turned away from him, he had to force himself not
to run his fingers through the soft curls cascading down the middle
of her back. She wore black jeans, and a low-cut periwinkle blue
sweater with something black and lacy underneath. The color of the
sweater matched her eyes and Connall was instantly captivated. She
had pale, flawless skin and wore very little makeup.

His need to touch her trumped everything
else, but he knew he had to proceed slowly. He couldn’t appear
possessive or rush their connection. The simple fact that
Samantha’s brother hovered was irritating, but Connall wouldn’t
react. He’d rise above and do everything he could to make his mate
feel safe.

He smiled as she and Sam made their way back
to the group. He settled his hand back on Pepper’s lower back, the
universal Cauld Ane action toward his mate. She didn’t object,
which bolstered his confidence.

“How far away is the
restaurant?” Kade asked, wrapping his arm back around
Sam.

“Not far. Fifteen minutes
maybe,” Sam said. “It’s just outside of town.”

Pepper raised an eyebrow. “Are we going to
Big Daddy’s?”

“Yep.” Sam grinned. “Kade
wants to try authentic barbeque. I figured his is the best in the
area.”

“It’s certainly
authentic.”

“Shall we go?” Dalton
asked. “Pepper, do you want to go with me or Sam?”

“Why don’t you go with
your sister, Dalton,” Connall suggested. “No point in taking
another car. Pepper can ride with me…if that’s all right with you,
of course,” he added, and smiled at her.

Pepper looked at him somewhat confused, so
he focused back on Dalton, hoping he wouldn’t argue. He didn’t want
to have to kill his mate’s friend, at least not on the first night
of meeting him.

Dalton raised an eyebrow, but lucky for him,
he didn’t challenge Connall. Although, he did turn to Pepper. “Are
you okay with that?”

Connall had his hand flat against Pepper’s
back and the contact calmed them both, but he still held his
breath, unsure how he’d feel if she said she wanted to go with her
friends.

“Um,” she said, and then
nodded. “Sure, that’s fine.”

Before Pepper could change her mind, Connall
ushered her from the hotel and out to the awaiting cars.

* * *

Connall led Pepper to a black Mercedes parked
on the street and held the door open for her. She slid inside and
waited while he climbed in beside her, trying not to react to the
gorgeous giant of a man sitting next to her. Despite feeling safe
with him, she would not be taken in. Someone this good looking
could only be up to no good. She’d need to keep her guard up.

“Are you buckled, lass?”
Connall asked.

She nodded and forced a smile.

Must stay guarded, must
stay guarded. I
will not fall for the accent…I will not fall for the
accent.

“I have the information in
the GPS, but if you think I’m making a wrong turn, let me know,
okay?”

My word, he’s magnificent. Dang it. I’m
pretty sure he’s too pretty to have any kind of personality.

“Pepper?”

“Hmm?” She forced a smile.
“Oh, yeah. Sure.”

Connall grinned and guided the car behind
Kade’s. Pepper turned to the window and tried to calm her heart.
She hated being a burden to anyone and didn’t like that someone
might have to give up their room in order to accommodate her for
the night. She also wasn’t too sure about the fact that she was
hearing voices. Wasn’t that the first sign of insanity? Or was it
if the voices answered back? Either way, she was definitely
screwed.

Then there were the accommodations going
forward. After tonight where would she go? She couldn’t stay with
Sam’s parents. She didn’t want to draw her stalker to her surrogate
family. She couldn’t stay with Dalton, ’cause that would just be
weird, so she’d more than likely just have to go back to her mom’s
house.

“Pepper?”

“Hmm?” she glanced at the
Scottish, Roman, Greek god.

No that’s not right. Sam
mentioned they were originally from Iceland. Yep, he’s an Icelandic
god…no, Norse. Norse god. Talk about having no gods before
Me. She gazed at the roof.
Sorry, Lord, but you made him.

“Are you concerned about
where you’re going to sleep?” he asked, a goofy grin on his
face.

How did he know?

“I hadn’t really thought
about it,” she lied. “But yes, you bring up an interesting point. I
thought the hotel was full.”

“Oh, it is. But we’ve
adjusted.”

“How?”

“Max is bunking with
Brodie and you’ll take his room.”

“Who’s Max?”

“Close friend.” He checked
his side mirror. “You’ll meet him at the wedding.”

“Oh,” she said, realizing
she’d let out a deep breath.

He glanced back at her. “You sound
disappointed.”

“I do?”

“Aye.” He raised an
eyebrow. “You didn’t think we’d share a room, did you?”

“What?” Pepper gasped and
shifted in her seat. “Of course not!”

“Well, that’s a relief.”
He gave her a mischievous grin. “Because we just don’t know each
other well enough.” He shifted into top gear and then added,
“Yet.”

When he chuckled, Pepper stopped her squeak,
sort of, and stared out the window again, willing her cheeks to
cool.

Well that’s just great. He has a sense of
humor. Now what the hell am I going to do?

Big Daddy’s neon sign came into view and
Connall pulled the car into the parking lot. When she reached for
the door handle, he laid a hand on her arm. “No, lass. Let me.”

He slid from the car and made his way to her
door, opening it and holding his hand out to her. When they
touched, Pepper felt the overwhelming desire to give him every part
of her. The connection was undeniable. Not like Dalton. Her
attraction to Dalton seemed like puppy love compared to her pull
towards Connall Gunnach.

She glanced up at him. He was looking at her
with a strange expression. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing. I was just
thinking how lucky I am to drive such a beautiful lass to dinner.”
She felt the heat creep up her neck and then Connall smiled. “Will
you spend some time with me later? To get to know one
another?”

She bit her lip. “Let’s get through dinner
first, hmm?”

He grinned. “Fair enough.”

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

DINNER WRAPPED UP and Pepper felt a little
off-kilter by the attention Connall was paying her. He was perfect.
Too perfect. She never did trust perfection, which in turn, meant
she couldn’t trust him, and she had every intention of sticking to
her guns on that one. That is, until he touched her. A gentle hand
on her arm, his knee tapping hers under the table, no matter how
insignificant, his contact calmed her. With her aversion to touch,
she felt like she should want to put distance between them, but
with Connall, she wanted the opposite.

Samantha drew her attention when she laid
her napkin on the table. “I desperately need to wash my hands.
Pepper, will you join me?”

Pepper didn’t hesitate. She rose to her
feet, a little surprised when the men stood as well…all but Dalton,
but he recovered quickly.

Sam looped her hand through Pepper’s arm and
pulled her toward the restrooms. “You look like you need to
talk.”

“You know me so
well.”

They closed the bathroom door and Pepper
sagged against the wall. She opened her purse and pulled out the
foil packet with her miracle migraine cure, slipping the pill under
her tongue.

Sam caught her eye in the bathroom mirror.
“Migraine?”

Pepper nodded. “Third one this week.”

Sam frowned. “That’s not good.”

“Par for the course at the
moment.”

“I have something for
you,” Sam said.

“You do?”

Sam smiled and dried her hands before
reaching into her purse and pulling out a long, navy velvet
box.

“What did you do?” Pepper
asked in suspicion.

“It’s part birthday, part
maid of honor gift. I’d like you to wear it with your bridesmaid
dress.”

Pepper grinned and opened the box, unable to
stop a hum of admiration. A stunning necklace lay nestled in a bed
of white satin. A large red crystal surrounded by pomegranates and
the pomegranate flower, all interwoven with Celtic knots in silver
hung from a silver chain. Tears filled her eyes as she gently
pulled the necklace out and secured it around her neck. “Wow.”

“You like?” Sam
asked.

“It’s amazing!” Pepper
wrapped her arms around her friend. “Thank you so much.”

Sam giggled. “Ooh, you must like it. I’m
getting an unsolicited hug from you!”

“It’ll go great with my
other silver.” Pepper leaned forward to study it in the mirror.
“The stone is incredible! It’s so red. What kind of crystal is
it?”

Sam mumbled something intelligible.

“What?” Pepper turned to
face her again. Sam was staring at her shoes. “It’s not a crystal,
is it?”

Sam shook her head, but still didn’t look at
her.

“Samantha
Christene, what did you do?”

Sam waved her hands in the air. “Don’t freak
out.”

“No promises. Spill. What
is it?”

“It’s a ruby.”

“Sam! No.” Pepper reached
to undo the clasp.

“It’s a really low-priced,
low-quality ruby,” Sam rushed on.

“Right. ’Cause that’s
totally your style.” Pepper snorted. “So am I to assume it’s not
silver?”

“It’s gold, but again, a
really low-priced, low-quality gold…the cheapest you can
buy.”

“You are a ridiculous
person!” Pepper retorted. “You’re going to take this
back.”

“I am not.”

Pepper let out a frustrated groan when she
couldn’t undo the clasp. “Help me get this off.”

“Please, Pep,” Sam begged.
“Just keep it on.”

“I can’t take this, Sam.
It’s too much.”

“You have to,” Sam
insisted. “I can’t return it. I’d have to put it in a drawer
somewhere and it would be wasted.”

“Then you shouldn’t have
bought it.”

“Technically, I didn’t. At
least, not yet, anyway.” Sam tried to stop a smile. “Con picked it
up for me before he and Brodie left Scotland. I haven’t paid him
back.”

Pepper tried to think of a legitimate reason
why she should give it back, but the pull of the beautiful jewelry
and the earnestness with which her friend was staring at her, made
her fold. “You really can’t take it back?”

Sam raised her palm. “Swear to Buddha.”

Pepper raised an eyebrow, but when Sam
didn’t flinch, she knew she’d lost the argument.

Again.

“You are too much,
sissy.”

Sam clapped her hands.
“I so thought
that was going to be harder.”

“Chalk it up to the
headache.” Pepper sighed and faced the mirror again. “It’s
stunning, Sam. Seriously.”

“I’m really glad you like
it.”

Pepper turned and shrugged. “I guess if I
run out of money, I can always pawn it.”

Sam laughed. “There’s the spirit.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Sam
pulled out her lip gloss and switched places with Pepper at the
sink. “So…Connall.”

“Who is this guy? I can’t think or…I
don’t know…function around him,” Pepper bemoaned.

Sam smiled. “Oh, honey, I know. Same thing
happened with Kade. It’s like the Gunnachs crawl inside your heart
and mind and you realize you never had a chance.”

“Connall’s too perfect,
Sam. Besides that irritating fact, this is just the worst timing.
I’m so busy with packing and then MGA and…um…everything else coming
up.”

“Right. Everything else.
Want to elaborate on that?”

Pepper opened her purse in an attempt to
look like she was doing something instead of avoiding the question.
“I don’t know what you mean.”

Sam turned and crossed her arms. “Let’s just
drop the pretense, hmm? I know about your stalker.”

Pepper groaned. “Dalton told you?”

“Sort of. Let’s just say,
he was persuaded.” Sam frowned. “I can’t believe you told him you
were in trouble but left me out of the loop!”

“I didn’t technically tell
him, but regardless, you should have left it alone.”

“Listen here, missy,” Sam
snapped. “I will ignore the fact that you told my brother and not
me, I will also ignore the fact that you sold Jonesy, even though I
would have thought finding someone to take Rover would have been
easier.”

Pepper burst into tears. “I’m sorry.”

“What?” Sam
asked.

“He killed
him.”

“What? Who?” Sam turned
away from the mirror.

“The stalker.”

“The stalker killed
Jonesy?”

“No,” Pepper sobbed. “He
killed Rover. That’s why I had to sell Jonesy. He said that if I
didn’t, he’d kill him too.”

“Oh, honey! Why didn’t you
tell me?”

“Because he threatened to
hurt you too.”

“All the way in
Scotland?”

“Stop being logical!”
Pepper snapped.

“Everything okay in
there?” Connall called through the door. His voice was muffled, but
Pepper still heard the concern.

“Fine, Con,” Sam called
back. “We’ll be right out.”

Pepper jabbed her hand
toward the door. “What is he doing?”

She almost told Sam that she could hear him
speak to her, but with the news she’d just delivered, she thought
it best to keep her insanity to herself.

Sam bit her lip. “It’s really complicated,
and I think he should explain it to you.”

“Explain
what?

“The reason why you feel
safe and calm when he’s close to you, and how he knows when you’re
upset. In addition to the irritating fact you seem to like his
touch,” Sam said. “That.”

Pepper took a paper towel and blotted her
tears away, trying her best not to smudge her mascara. “I can’t
deal with this right now.”

“Well, you don’t have much
of a choice.”

“You have to help me get
rid of him.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Right.”

“Seriously, Sam.
You have to.”

“Ain’t gonna happen,
sunshine,” Sam retorted. “He’s the only one who can truly keep you
safe, and since you don’t seem inclined to fill me in on what’s
been going on, I’m not going to help you put distance between you
and the only person who will protect you.”

“Dalton’s working on it,”
Pepper whispered.

Sam snorted. “That man out there has
resources Dalton can’t even begin to imagine.”

“Fine.” Pepper sighed.
“I’ll talk to Connall, but I’m not promising anything.”

“You don’t need to,” Sam
said evasively. “I trust Connall to take care of you.”

Pepper grasped her arm. “Go easy on Dalton,
okay?”

Sam didn’t respond as she pulled open the
door.

Connall stood on the other side, looking
worried. “Everything okay?” he asked.

Sam nodded. “It will be.”

Connall smiled. “Kade’s looking for
you.”

“I know he is,” Sam said,
and tapped her temple.

He nodded.

Sam started toward the dining room but
turned and said, “Oh, by the way, the bastard killed her dog and
made her sell her horse. Deal with that for me, okay?”

“Samantha!” Pepper
admonished.

Sam smirked and headed
back to Kade. Pepper stood momentarily stunned. Samantha
never repeated anything
Pepper told her. She glanced up at Connall, whose expression was
unreadable.

He reached out and wiped a tear gently from
her cheek. “Are you okay?”

Pepper squeezed her eyes shut and nodded.
Her initial reaction was to recoil, but when he wrapped his arms
around her, she realized she was right where she was supposed to
be. She would later reflect how strange and right it was all at the
same time…the fact that he stood and held her for several minutes
outside the women’s restroom at the most popular barbeque joint in
town. If anyone passed them, she didn’t notice, both overwhelmed
and comforted by the strong arms around her and the soft, sweet
words being whispered to her in his sexy Scottish brogue.

She was grateful her headache had subsided
as well. Her meds had never worked that quickly before. Sooner than
she would have liked, the ping of Connall’s cell phone brought her
back to the present and she pushed away from him, disgusted at her
display. “I’m sorry.”

He smiled. “Why are you sorry?”

“Because I don’t know you
and you’ve been pulled into my drama.”

His phone pinged again, but he continued to
ignore it.

“Don’t you need to answer
that?”

He shook his head. “Not until I know you’re
all right.”

“I’m fine.
Really.”

His phone pealed and Connall answered the
call without taking his eyes off Pepper. “Yes, Kade.”

Pepper heard her cell phone ring, muffled
inside her purse, and she pulled it out. “Hi Dalton.”

“Hey, did you fall in?”
Dalton joked.

Pepper wrinkled her nose. “Oh, you’re
funny.”

“I got a call from one of
my agents. Your mom’s doing much better, but you still can’t see
her.”

“How come?”

“Until we know exactly
what happened, it’s not safe. Just trust me on that. She’s out of
danger and resting comfortably for now. If anything changes I’ll
let you know.”

Pepper sighed. “Fine. Thanks.”

She heard his hesitation as he said, “Looks
like everyone’s getting ready to leave. Do you want to ride back
with us?”

She glanced at Connall, who was still on his
phone, but he managed to shake his head. Pepper raised an eyebrow
in challenge, which he mimicked. She couldn’t stop a slight smile
as she went back to her phone call. “Um, no, Dalt. I’ll go with
Connall. I’ll see you back at the hotel, okay?”

“If you’re
sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Okay. See you later,
then.”

Pepper hung up and dropped her phone back in
her purse.

Connall was rubbing his forehead and nodding
as he continued to speak to his brother. “Aye. I know. Yes. Kade,
I’ve got it. Okay, ’bye.” He slipped his phone into his pocket and
turned his attention back to Pepper. “Everyone’s heading back to
the hotel. Are you ready?”

“Not really,” she
admitted.

“We can stay here as long
as you like.”

“Or,” she mused.

“Or, what?”

“Would you mind if we went
somewhere else first?”

“Not at all.”

“It’s a little bit of a
drive,” she warned.

He smiled. “I’ll go anywhere with you, lass.
Lead the way.”

Pepper grinned and led him to the car. If
Sam trusted Connall enough to share Pepper’s secrets, then Pepper
knew she could trust him as well. There was comfort in the fact
that Sam was such a great judge of character. Pepper had always
relied on her discernment and she hadn’t been led astray yet.

Connall held the car door for her and Pepper
slid in, her nerves calming as soon as he was next to her and
holding her hand. She linked her fingers with his and directed him
to their destination. They drove in silence for about thirty
minutes, then the coastline was before them and Pepper couldn’t
help but smile.

Connall parked the car and let out a quiet
whistle. “It’s beautiful.”

Pepper smiled. “It’s my refuge.”

Tybee Island was her little slice of heaven
and during the colder months, it was much less crowded. She often
came here to think and had brought Jonesy down whenever she had
time. He loved the water and was always willing to go for a
run.

“Shall we walk?” Connall
asked.

“Definitely.”

Pepper waited for Connall to climb out of
the car and open her door. He reached his hand out and she grasped
it, letting him pull her from the car. The chill of the ocean
breeze felt like a hundred frozen needles piercing her skin and it
made her rethink the walk idea, despite her heavy sweater.

“Chilly, eh?” he
observed.

She nodded. “I left my coat in Dalton’s
car.”

“You can wear mine.” He
popped the trunk and pulled out a dark wool pea coat. He held it
open for her and she slid her hands into the lined sleeves,
giggling when they fell several inches past the ends of her
fingers.

“It’s a little big.” She
sighed in relief. “But it’s so warm. You may never get this
back.”

“You wear it far better
than me anyway.” He grinned and pulled the coat closed, securing
the buttons and rolling up the sleeves. “Och, lass, you’re bloody
adorable.”

She felt the heat on her cheeks as she
dropped her head. She wanted to run away with him and block the
rest of the world out.

He grasped her hand and they headed toward
the sand. Pepper let his warmth seep into her as they walked. This
was definitely something she could get used to.

“Why are you being so nice
to me?” she asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “What do you
mean?”

“You don’t have to watch
me, you know. Sam’s overstepping the boundary by asking you to. I’m
fine.”

He sighed. “Och, lass. No one asked me to do
anything.”

She bit her lip and blinked back tears.
“Really?”

“You know I’m telling you
the truth.”

She did. She didn’t understand how she knew,
but she did. She felt as though she’d known him forever.

“Ask me,” he
said.

“Ask you what?”

“What you’ve been dying to
ask me since you walked into the hotel.”

She shook her head. “It’s stupid.”

He shook his head. “I highly doubt
that.”

“You’ll think I’m crazy,”
she whispered.

“Why? Because of our
conversation earlier? The one in your mind when you were
frightened?”

“I am crazy!” she ground
out.

“No, lass. You’re
not.”

“You heard me?”

Yes. And you heard me.

“Stop it.”

He shook his head again
and smiled. Don’t be frightened, Pepper.
Talk to me.

“I can’t.”

Yes you can. We were made for this.

What do you mean?
She gasped, realizing she’d just spoken to him
telepathically. “How did I do that?”

“I’ll explain everything
to you soon. I don’t want to frighten you.”

“Oh, well that makes me
feel so much better,” she moaned.

“You’ll know everything in
time. I promise.” He kissed her fingers. “Change of
subject?”

She nodded. “Okay.”

“This man…the one
harassing you…he’s the one who killed your dog and made you sell
your horse, correct?”

She nodded again.

“What else?”

“That’s not enough for
you?” she said in mock surprise.

“Pepper,” he
admonished.

She hesitated for all of ten seconds and
then she told him everything. As they walked along the beach, she
filled this virtual stranger in on the events that had taken place
in the last two months. From the poster to the cassette tape and
the burning down of the diner. He listened without comment, but she
could feel his anger pulsing through their connection.

“What is this?” She
glanced up at him. “I feel everything you’re feeling.”

He stopped walking and turned her to face
him. “When you look at me, what do you see?”

“Trouble.”

He chuckled. “Why do you say trouble?”

“Because you might hurt
me.”

“If I told you it would be
impossible for me to do so, would you believe me?”

She cocked her head. “What do you mean,
‘impossible’?”

“Just as Samantha was made
for my brother, you were made for me. We are connected in a way
that will seem strange for a while, but it’s lifelong.”

“How does that ensure you
won’t hurt me?”

“Because I can’t. Not in
the way you’re most afraid of. I’m sure that as we get to know each
other, we’ll have tension, as any other couple does, but I will
never hurt you.”

“How do you know what I’m
afraid of?” she challenged.

“Listen.” He took her hand
and placed her palm against his chest. “Close your eyes.” She did.
“I will never leave you, Pepper. My hands will never touch you in
anger and I will never cheat on you or take you for granted. You
will always be the most important person in my life.
Always.”

Pepper felt his emotion as she stood in the
middle of the beach, her eyes closed and her palm against his
heart, “listening” to him. As his lips covered hers, she was more
surprised by the fact that she knew he was going to kiss her than
the act itself. She sighed and opened her mouth, allowing him
deeper access. Wrapping her arms around his neck in order to stay
upright, she wove her fingers in the softness of his hair and
wished that she could stay there forever.

Much to her annoyance, he broke the kiss.
She whimpered in protest and he smiled. “If we don’t stop now, I’ll
make love to you here on the beach.”

She bit her lip. “I’d probably let you.”

“I think we should get
back. You need to sleep, something I’m guessing you don’t get
enough of.”

“Sleep’s really overrated,
if you think about it.”

He chuckled. “Come on, love. Let’s get you
back. Tomorrow you’re all mine.”

“I have to check with Sam
about wedding stuff.”

“We’ll work around it.” He
took her hand and they headed back to the car. “The ladies are all
staying at her parents’ home tomorrow night, right?”

“Yep. Why?”

“Just making sure you’ll
be somewhere safe if I’m not with you.” He frowned. “I want you to
stick to that plan.”

“Hey.” She tugged on his
hand. “Just because you delivered a mind-blowing kiss in my
favorite place on earth does not mean you get to dictate where I go
or who I go there with.”

Connall faced her. “There are two problems
with that statement, love.”

“Do tell.”

“One, you have just
admitted our kiss was mind-blowing, which I agree with whole
heartedly, by the way. But it means you’re not as immune as you’d
like me to believe, and I fully intend to repeat it before we part
company tonight.”

Pepper’s stomach flipped. “Oh, really? I’m
that much of a given, huh?”

He grinned. “I personally couldn’t turn down
a little more mind-blowing action, could you?”

She shook her head. “But that doesn’t mean
you’re the boss of me.”

He laughed. “Bloody hell, you’re
adorable.”

“Thank you. Now, what was
the other problem?”

“The other problem,
Persephone Esther Brooks, is that I never ever dictate. However,
until my hand is wrapped around this bastard’s neck, you won’t go
anywhere without me or someone I trust.” He leaned down and kissed
her nose. “So for a little while, let’s just say I
am the boss of
you.”

She gasped. “Did Sam tell you my real name?
I’m going to kill her!”

“You told me your real name.”

“I did not.”

He tapped his temple. “Yes you did.”

“Okay, wait. I know I’m
sleep deprived and everything, but it would be
impossible.”

He laughed. “Are we really having this
argument, love?”

I don’t remember ever “thinking” my real
name.

Ah, but you did. When your mother called you
Persephone Moonbeam.

“As soon as the plane
landed, I felt your stress. When that happened, I had access to
you.” She shuddered and he squeezed her hand. “Sorry, sweetheart.
That came out very, very wrong.”

She took a deep breath. “Explain before I
freak out.”

“We’re joined by something
we call örlög…fate.” He kissed her palm. “The moment we connected, we were
connected for life. I want to tell you more, but I don’t want to
frighten you or have you compare it to what you’ve been going
through. You’re in no danger from this,” he tapped his temple
again, “…or me.”

“I do know that,” she
admitted. “I just feel overwhelmed.”

He tucked a wayward strand of hair behind
her ear. “You don’t have to take it on alone, Pepper.”

“Even if I wanted to,
apparently.”

“You don’t really want to,
do you?”

“Maybe not.” She pressed
her lips into a thin line. “I have to say this is a record, even
for me.”

“What is?”

“It’s been all of four
hours and I’m kissing you on the beach and believing every
wonderful word you speak.”

He smiled and stroked her cheek. “The
difference this time is that I don’t lie and I’m not going
anywhere.”

She licked her lips. His Scottish brogue did
something to her. She slid her hand into his hair and pulled his
head down for another heart-stopping kiss. He wrapped his arms
around her waist and lifted her to his height.

Ég elska þig fallega stúlka. Alltaf.

What does that mean?

I’ll tell you another time…tonight I want to
keep some secrets.

Pepper broke the kiss, resting her forehead
against his, and tried to catch her breath. “What are you doing to
me? I can’t think.”

“Me neither. You can’t
begin to understand.”

She cupped his face. “I want to.”

“Let’s just get through
the wedding and we can figure everything else out then. I’ll feel
much better when you’re in Scotland.” He kissed her again and then
lowered her to the ground. “I can feel your exhaustion, love. You
really do need to sleep. Let’s get back.”

She sighed. “We can’t just stay here, can
we?”

He smiled. “We’ll come back.”

She climbed into the car and tried not to
focus on the fact that he was taking her back to reality.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

THEY ARRIVED BACK at the
hotel to find Sam pacing the foyer. She fisted her hands at her
sides and frowned. “Where have you been? I have been worried
sick!”

“At the beach,” Pepper
said. “What’s wrong? Why didn’t you just call me,
silly?”

“I did call you. You didn’t
answer.”

“Really?” Pepper rummaged
in her purse for her phone. It was dead. “Crap!”

“Where’s Kade?” Connall
asked.

“Talking with the
detail.”

Before Connall could comment, Kade strolled
into the foyer, appearing completely relaxed.

“I need to get into my
room,” Pepper said. “I have to charge my phone.”

“We’re back now,” Connall
said. “There’s no rush.”

“No. I have to charge my
phone,” she pressed. “He…I mean, they might call about my
mom.”

Sam sighed. “I’ll take you upstairs, while
the boys talk. Come on.”

Pepper shrugged out of Connall’s coat and
handed it to him. “Thanks for this.”

I thought you were keeping it.

She smiled.
Safer if you have it.

I’ll come and say goodnight in a bit.

She nodded and followed Sam to the elevator.
They arrived at her room and Sam handed her a room key. “I’m
hanging onto a spare one.”

Pepper raised an eyebrow. “How come?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe
because you’d lose your head if it wasn’t attached.”

Pepper giggled as she opened her door.
“Sometimes it scares me how well you know me.” She stepped inside
and let out a quiet whistle. The Jean Pierre Lafayette Room was on
the main level of the mansion and housed a king-sized bed and
fireplace, along with historical furniture on meticulously restored
hardwood floors. Beautiful seemed inadequate a word to describe the
room.

Pepper glanced into the bathroom, surprised
to see a whirlpool tub that she fully intended to take
advantage of. “Wow.”

“I know,” Sam said. “It’s
lovely, huh?”

Pepper noticed her bags in the corner and
found her charger, plugging her phone in and powering it up. No
missed calls from him. She almost cried in relief.

“Only six calls from you,”
Pepper teased Sam.

“I was worried. Kade
couldn’t get Connall either.” Sam sighed. “I should’ve known
everything was okay.”

“I’m really sorry. We lost
track of time.”

“I’ll bet.” Sam leaned
against the desk and crossed her arms. “The beach, huh? This must
be serious.”

“I’m lost,” Pepper
admitted. “Completely.”

“I know. Are you able to
talk to each other telepathically?”

Pepper gasped. “How did you know that?”

“Because Kade and I
can.”

“Shut up!” Pepper ran her hands through
her hair. “How is this even possible?”

“I’ll take that one,”
Connall said from the doorway.

“Thanks.” Sam smiled.
“I’ll leave you to it, okay? We don’t have as much to do as I
thought tomorrow. We’re meeting in the lobby for lunch, so try to
sleep in if you can.”

Pepper nodded and when Sam left the room,
Connall closed the door behind her. He turned and smiled. “Lost,
eh?”

Pepper groaned. “Did you hear that or “hear”
it?”

“I heard you say it out
loud.”

“Didn’t your mother ever
tell you it’s impolite to eavesdrop?”

He chuckled. “On more than one
occasion.”

Pepper stifled a yawn. “I really want to
know about the telepathy thingy, but honestly, I don’t think I’d
remember anything you told me.”

“Go to sleep. We’ll have
plenty of time to talk about all the things you want to know.” He
leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Lock your door behind me. If you
need me…well, you know how to call me.”

She grinned. “Yes, I do. That part I think I
have down.”

She followed him to the door and locked it
as he instructed. Even though the tub beckoned, she was too tired
to wait for it to fill, so she washed her face and changed into
something more comfortable before falling into bed. She secured her
ear buds and pressed play on her iPod, the sweet sounds of Fallen
Crown lulling her to sleep.

* * *

Pepper was awakened by the ring of her cell
phone. She grabbed it and glanced at the clock and sighed. Two a.m.
“Hello?”

“Ahh, my love,” came the
familiar voice. “How is your room at the Gastonian?”

“It’s fine.”
Damn it! He knows.

“I trust your mother is
doing well. Did she find her cat?”

“Was that you?” Pepper sat
up, her heart racing. “Did you hurt my mom?”

He let out a sardonic chuckle. “Oh, my love,
I wish I could take credit for this one. But, alas, I can’t.
Although, I did hide Morris. He’s fine, though. A little dirty, but
still in one piece.”

A knock at her door had her flying out of
the bed. Did he find her?

“Tomorrow we have some
work to do, hmm?” he said.

“Like what?” she asked,
rushing to pull on a pair of sweats.

It’s me, love. Open the door.

Pepper instantly calmed. She opened the door
and put her finger to her lips. Connall stepped inside and closed
the door.

“My love? What are you
doing?” her stalker demanded.

She rubbed her forehead. “It’s the middle of
the night. Um…I was yawning.”

“Hmm. Well, I’d rather you
stayed focused on me and what I’m saying.”

“Sorry,” she
grumbled.

She glanced over at the Icelandic god that
was “made for her.” He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.
Everything seemed better when he was close.

“Can I go back to sleep
now?” she asked.

“Please may I go back to
sleep now,” he corrected.

“Sorry. Please may I go
back to sleep now?” she whispered.

“Yes, my love. I will call
you in a few hours.”

She hung up and pulled away from
Connall.

Connall frowned. “How often does he call
you?”

Pepper rubbed her arms, the chill of the
room settling into her body.

“Pepper?”

“Every few hours,” she
said reluctantly. “I was sure I missed his call while we were at
the beach, but he must have been busy.”

She started to shake and he pulled her back
to him, wrapping his arms tightly around her and stroking her
back.

“If he’d called and I
missed it…” She couldn’t finish.

She felt Connall’s rage and whimpered at the
intensity of it, pushing him away from her.

“I’m sorry, lass,” he said
and dragged his hands down his face. “Give me a minute.”

Pepper put as much distance between them as
she could.

Connall frowned. “I won’t hurt you,
Pepper.”

“I know that
intellectually.” She gripped one of the bedposts and sighed. “But
you’re so…so angry. It’s scary.”

“I’m sorry.” He held out
his hand. “Give me your phone.”

She handed him her cell phone and waited
while he scrolled through the calls.

“Come with me,” he
said.

She followed him to his room, surprised to
find it right next to hers. He pushed open the door and waited for
her to precede him inside. Once inside, he closed the door and
picked up his phone. “Ali? Aye, it’s late here. I need you to look
into something for me.”

Pepper watched, fascinated by him. Every
movement was one of total and complete authority. She hugged
herself. Could she trust him? Trust that he could protect her?

He faced her and frowned as he continued his
conversation. “Aye. Max is heading back the day after the wedding,
but Brodie’s staying. Thanks.” He hung up and set the phone on the
bureau. “Of course you can trust me, lass.”

She swallowed. “He’ll kill you if he finds
out about you.”

Connall gave her a crooked smile. “Ah, my
beautiful girl, I’m not so easily killed.”

She shifted from one foot to the other. “Um,
why did you come to my room?”

“I felt your
fear.”

“What does that
mean?”

He held his hand out to her. “Come
here.”

Pepper hesitated, but not for long. She
slipped her hand into his and once again, her fear disappeared.

“Now, isn’t that better?”
he asked as he wrapped his arms around her.

She let out a long sigh. “Hmm-mm.”

“Do you want to sleep
here? You can sleep in the bed, and I’ll sleep on the
floor.”

“No, I’m okay. I’ll go
back to my room.”

He lifted her chin. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “You’re right next door if I
need you.” She stared up at him. “Congratulations on keeping that
tidbit of information from me, by the way.”

“I didn’t want to scare
you…having a man you don’t know so close.” He grinned. “Besides,
this ability to keep things from you isn’t going to last long.
You’ll figure out how to read my mind and I won’t be able to
surprise you with anything.”

“Not sure if that makes me
feel better or worse,” she said. “I’ll see you in the
morning.”

She stepped into the
hallway and Connall followed. She grinned. Gallant to the end.

Of course.

Pepper reached into her pocket and groaned
as she faced him.

“What’s wrong?” he
whispered.

“I left my key in my
room…Sam has the spare.”

“Why does Sam have the
spare?” he asked.

She bit her lip. “Because I lose
everything.”

He chuckled and held his hand out to her.
“Well, we can’t get it now; it’s the middle of the night. Come
on.”

Pepper made her way back into his room and
set her phone on the nightstand. “Do you have any ibuprofen?”

“What’s
ibuprofen?”

“Painkiller.”

He frowned. “Headache?”

She nodded. “I could call the lobby if you
don’t have any.”

He grabbed a bottled water. “Drink this.
You’re probably dehydrated.”

She tried not to snort out loud. If only
drinking water actually worked.

She sipped the water and forced a smile.
Connall slipped his hand to the base of her skull and gently
massaged her neck. Her headache disappeared within seconds.
“Better?” he asked.

She let out a sigh of relief. “Surprisingly,
yes.”

“Good.” Connall smiled as
he grabbed one of the pillows and dropped it on the
floor.

Pepper retrieved it. “I can’t make you sleep
on the floor, Con. Just sleep in the bed.”

“I don’t mind. I’ve slept
in worse places.”

“That’s sweet, but so
unnecessary.” She rubbed her arms to ward off the cold. “Besides,
it’s freezing in here and I might need the body heat.”

“Right. Sorry. I have the
window open.” He closed and locked it and then turned back to her.
“In you go.”

“But you sleep on top of
the sheet, okay? No monkey business.” She climbed into the bed,
shivering as she tried to burrow under the blankets.

“Got it.” Connall followed
and tucked the bedding tighter around her. “Och, love, you really
are freezing.”

“I know. I’m always cold,”
she admitted, her teeth chattering. “You feel nice,
though.”

“Come here.” He pressed
his chest closer to her back and covered her arm with his, linking
their fingers together.

As his body heat warmed her, Pepper thought
how strange it was that she felt perfectly safe, even though she
was in bed with a man she’d met just a few hours before.

“Why don’t you have an
accent like Sam’s?” he asked.

Pepper giggled. “My mother. She moved from
Savannah to California years before I was born, but moved us back
here when I was seven. We tried to hack it on our own, but San
Jose’s expensive and my mom knew she needed help, so she moved us
back to Georgia to be close to her family.”

“Makes sense.”

“Yeah. The problem is that
my mom hates the southern accent. She says it makes people sound
dumb, so she’d correct me whenever anything seeped
through.”

Connall chuckled. “I wouldn’t say that about
Samantha.”

“I know, right? Mom came
around after getting to know the Moores, but I guess I just speak
the way I speak. The southern rarely comes out, which is a shame,
because I love it. The sweetness and softness of it.”

“What about your
dad?”

Pepper didn’t respond for several minutes.
She didn’t know if she could share something so painful. No one had
ever asked her this directly before. She never got close enough to
anyone to start talking about personal lives…except Sam. Connall
didn’t press. He just held her, and Pepper knew if there was anyone
she could bare her soul to, it was him.

“He’s dead.” She took a
deep breath. “He…um…killed himself.”

“Sweetheart, I’m so
sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.”
She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “He jumped off the
Golden Gate Bridge while I was at school. Mom did her best to keep
the details from me, but it was all over the news.”

Connall kissed her shoulder.

“I remember him being so
big and strong. And he was so
handsome. I got his blond hair and we have the
same eyes, but he was also really sad. A lot. Mom said he just
couldn’t shut out the demons. Of course, she never shared what
those demons were, and I don’t really want to know.” She blinked
back tears. She hadn’t talked about her father in years. Sam was
the only one who knew the facts surrounding his death and only
because Pepper hadn’t been able to deflect the question…Sam
wouldn’t let her. “I just can’t stop telling you all my secrets,
can I?”

“I hope you never want
to,” he said.

She rolled over to face him. “You’re too
good to be true, I think.”

He stroked her cheek.

“Your turn to tell me your
secrets,” she said.

He grinned. “I will…in time.”

“At dinner, someone
mentioned you’re a vet. Did I hear that right?”

“Aye. I also breed
Thoroughbreds.”

“Ew. So inferior to
Arabians.”

He chuckled. “You can instruct me on the
differences when we get home.”

Pepper ran her fingers over his arm. He was
so strong, the veins straining against his skin when he moved. “Did
Sam tell you I’m getting my pre-reqs to get into vet school?”

“She did.” He linked his
fingers with hers. “Which begs the question, why MGA? Why not vet
school? We have a great program essentially right down the
street.”

“I don’t know. I guess I
figured it was easier for me to get into MGA. Not to mention,
cheaper.”

He was quiet for a few tense seconds. “You
enrolled to get away, didn’t you?”

“I guess so. Yes.” She
turned away from him again, feeling the tears pool in her
eyes.

“But it’s not really what
you want to do, is it?”

“It doesn’t really matter.
Everything’s changed.”

He stroked her arm. “If nothing had changed,
what did you plan to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes you do. Tell
me.”

“I was going to take
Jonesy to the Olympic trials and then become a vet.” She squeezed
her eyes shut and tried to ignore the wetness on her cheeks. “But I
can’t dwell on that, Con. If I do, it will break me.”

“Break, baby. I’m here.
I’ll put you back together.”

The dam broke. Just when she was sure she
couldn’t cry anymore…

Connall held her through the night. She must
have fallen asleep at some point because when her phone woke her
up, the sun was beginning to rise.

She was still wrapped firmly in Connall’s
arms and headache free when she reached for her phone. “Hello?”

“Good morning, my love,”
her stalker said brightly.

“Hi,” she
grumbled.

“I do hope your plan is to
go home tonight.”

“No, I can’t. I’m in a
wedding tomorrow,” Pepper whispered, not wanting to wake
Connall.

I’m awake,
love.

Sorry.

Connall gave her a gentle squeeze.

“Did you ask me if that
would be acceptable?” the man asked.

Uncertain if she was bolstered by Connall’s
presence or the fact that she was fed up, Pepper hissed into the
phone, “I don’t care if you find it acceptable. It’s my friend’s
wedding and I’m going. You can go to hell.”

She hung up and sat up.

Her phone rang, and on autopilot once again,
she answered it. “What?”

“I will allow you this,
Pepper, but you’re going to pay for your harsh words,” the man
warned.

Connall inched out of bed and Pepper watched
as he grabbed his cell phone.

“Pepper?” her stalker
snapped.

She rolled her eyes, knowing the man could
no longer get to anyone she cared about. “Whatever. I have to
go.”

“I’ll call you
tomorrow.”

She hung up and flopped back on the bed,
covering her eyes with her arm. “That felt amazing.”

“Are you sure he can’t get
to anyone you care about?” Connall asked, glancing up from his
phone.

“Mom’s in the hospital,
Sam’s here.” She leaned up on her forearms. “Oh! What about Sam’s
parents?”

He stood by the window, pj pants hanging
from his hips and his hair a perfect mess. “They’re well
guarded.”

She sighed. “Good. There’s no one else.”

Connall nodded. “Why don’t you go back to
sleep?”

“What are you going to
do?”

“I need to make a few
calls. Max’s brother is taking care of the horses while we’re
gone.”

“It’s not even five
a.m.”

“But it’s ten at home.” He
leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I won’t be long. Go back to
sleep.”

She nodded and pulled the covers back over
herself while Connall pulled on a shirt, grabbed his room key, and
stepped into the hallway.

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

THE FIRST CALL Connall made was to
Alasdair.

“Hi, Con,” Alasdair said
without a hello first.

“Hey. Did you get
anything?”

“Nothing on the stalker
yet, but I did get a number.” Papers rustling sounded in the
background. “It’s a burner phone that he’s hidden quite well. We’re
close.”

“Call me as soon as you
get anything.”

“I will.”

“Thanks.” Connall hung up
and ran his hands through his hair.

The door across the hall opened and Sam
poked her head out. “Hi.”

“Hi, Sam. Did I wake you?”
Connall asked.

She shook her head. “Not at all. I can’t
sleep.” She grinned. “I’m too excited.”

“Is Kade
asleep?”

She nodded. “Yes. He sleeps like the
dead.”

He grinned. “I know. We used to do awful
things to him when we were younger.”

“Ooh, you must fill me
in.” Sam stepped out of the room and pulled the door closed. “Want
to see if we can find some coffee?”

“Definitely.”

The beauty of having the hotel to themselves
was that they could walk around much like they did at home. Sam had
a fluffy robe on over her pajamas and she seemed perfectly
comfortable walking to the lobby with him.

Connall followed her down the stairs and
into the front parlor, where they found fresh coffee and a few
pastries already set out.

“Did Payton organize
this?” Sam asked.

“Aye. She made sure food
would be available pretty much twenty-four/seven.”

Sam poured a cup of coffee. “I’m going to
talk to Kade about giving her a raise.”

Connall chuckled. “We do almost daily.”

“How was Pepper last
night?”

“She was perfectly
fine…because she slept with me.”

Sam gasped, nearly dropping her cup. “You
didn’t bind her, did you?”

Connall held his hands up. “No, of course
not. I won’t do that here.”

“Sorry. I should have
known you’d be a good guy.” She sat on the sofa and he joined
her.

“Yes you should have,” he
joked. “She slept in my room because she locked herself out of hers
and you have the spare key.”

Sam giggled. “Of course she did. I’ll get it
for you when we go back upstairs.”

He grabbed a pastry and bit into it.

Sam closed her eyes and then sighed and
opened them again. “Sorry.”

“Kade felt your
panic?”

She nodded. “Yes. I give him five minutes
before he comes looking for me, which means that’s how long you
have to grill me about Pepper.”

He cocked his head. “Oh, really?”

“Why are you looking at me
like that?”

Connall raised an eyebrow. “Because I wonder
which one of us will actually do the grilling.”

“I’m that transparent,
huh?”

“Like glass.” He smiled.
“I’ve got her, Sam. You know that right? No one will ever hurt her
again.”

Samantha sighed. “I’m more concerned about
the damage done so far.”

“She’ll be
fine.”

“I hope so.” Sam pointed
to the ceiling. “Because the girl up there is not the same Pepper I
know. She’s not the vibrant, practical-joking, afraid-of-nothing,
formidable friend I’ve known for almost twenty years.”

“Of course she is,”
Connall argued. “She’s just scared right now.”

“I can’t lose her,
Con.”

“What makes you think
you’re going to lose her?”

Sam shrugged and stared at her coffee.

“Hey.” He tapped her arm.
“Tell me.”

“She’s never kept anything
from me before. We’ve always told each other everything.” Sam shook
her head. “She told my brother about this guy, but kept it
from me. I guess
I thought we were closer.”

“Don’t do
that.”

“Do what?” Sam
asked.

“Minimize your
relationship. She loves you more than a sister. That’ll never
change. He threatened you. He threatened everyone…he’s still
threatening them. She wanted to protect you.”

“But I can’t be touched!”
she snapped.

“She didn’t know that…she
still doesn’t,” Connall said gently. “She can’t fully grasp the
extent of just how far Kade will go to protect you. She will,
because I’ll do the same for her, but right now, she hasn’t got a
clue.”

“I guess that’s true,” Sam
conceded. “I haven’t been the greatest friend lately, either. I’ve
been so wrapped up in your brother.”

“Wow, Sam. I’ve never seen
anyone better at self-loathing than you.”

“Sorry. I’m just
worried.”

Connall smiled. “Don’t be. I’ve got
this.”

“She’ll only stick around
if you don’t freak her out.”

He chuckled. “I’ve already freaked her out.
She’s still here.”

“You have a point.” Sam
grinned. “I suppose the only thing against you is your
money.”

“I can’t pretend I don’t
have it, Sam.”

Sam shrugged. “Just don’t make it a big
deal. She’ll want to pay her own way and if she can’t afford it,
she gets very uncomfortable.”

“I can’t let my mate ‘pay
her own way.’”

“I get it, but she’ll shut
down if you don’t.” Sam sighed. “You should have seen her reaction
to the necklace.”

“She didn’t like
it?”

“She loved it, until she
found out the stone was a ruby.”

Connall cocked his head. “What did she think
it was?”

“A crystal of some kind. I
told her the stone’s really low quality.”

He smiled. “I won’t tell her what it cost,
then.”

“Good. She’ll freak. Let’s
wait to tell her your lineage as well. I haven’t told her that
Kade’s a king.”

“So, no talking about the
coronation, then?”

“No,” Sam groaned. “I
don’t even want to talk about it.”

“You’ll be crowned queen,”
Connall pointed out. “What’s not exciting about that?”

“I’m a simple country
girl, Con. It’s all a bit overwhelming.”

He smiled. “Fair enough. We’ll leave that
until closer to the time.”

“Thanks.” Sam sipped her
coffee. “Pepper really is the most amazing person I know, but not
everyone gets to see the real her. She trusts quickly, but loses
faith even faster. There aren’t a lot of second chances with her.
You’re setting her world on fire. She doesn’t know what to do with
you.”

He smiled.

“Right. I’m not telling
you anything you don’t already know.”

“Aye.”

“I’m surprised by how
quickly she’s acclimated to your touch,” Sam said.

“What do you
mean?”

“She hates to be touched. I think it’s
because of her mom’s ‘friends’ who were constantly pawing at
her.”

Connall stiffened. “What do you mean by
pawing at her?”

“Crap. Sorry, Con. I
shouldn’t have said anything. You should ask Pepper.”

“Tell me, Sam.”

She groaned. “Her mom used to bring guys
home and once she got drunk, Pepper would be left to fend off their
advances. The men would wait until her mom passed out, and then
make their move. Pepper had to escape to my house more than
once.”

Connall seethed. “And what did her mother do
about this?”

Connall? Are you okay?

Sorry, love. Go back to sleep. I’m okay.

Sam ran her finger over the back of the
sofa. “Here’s the thing. Her mom’s actually really sweet…when she’s
sober. She’s damaged, you know?”

Connall swore. “What kind of mother allows
that kind of behavior?”

“Sorry, Con. I only tell
you this to explain why she isn’t one to be comforted by a hug. And
most of the time, if you try, she gets irritated.” Sam smiled. “It
used to be hard for me, because I didn’t know what else to
do.”

“I noticed she didn’t have
an issue hugging you.”

“She doesn’t have a choice
anymore.” Sam grinned. “I hug her anyway. Even if it pisses her
off. I don’t care.”

“And that
works?”

“She humors me,” she said.
“I just want her back to normal, you know?”

Connall sighed. “If I can just get her home,
she’ll be safe.”

“Since I’ll be moving into
Kade’s place, I think she should move into mine. At least until
she’s ready for you to bind her. That way, I’ll be
nearby.”

“She won’t be close to
horses, though. My place would be perfect for her.”

“I think your place will
be too much for her.”

“Why?”

“The size, Con. It’s
huge.”

“I’ve already thought of
that.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “You have?”

“Yes. The guest cottage
isn’t far from the main house. She can move in there.”

“Except that she doesn’t
like to live alone.”

Connall shifted in his seat and raised an
eyebrow. “I think we need to end this conversation.”

“Why?”

“Because ultimately,
Pepper’s going to decide what she wants to do, and I’m not really
interested in speaking about, or making decisions for her when
she’s not here to voice her opinion.”

Sam grinned. “You’re a good man, Con.”

“Thank you.”

“I still think she should
move into the apartment, especially when she starts
MGA.”

Connall shook his head. “You don’t let go of
much, do you?”

“Nope.”

“You’re forgetting about
the press issue.”

“Oh, right. The press.”
Sam sighed.

“I can control access at
home. Not so much in town.”

“We’ll stay close to the
apartment, then. Kade seems to have kept them away from there so
far. The only time they got close was when we were visiting the
Mile. I haven’t seen anyone near the office or home since. I think
it’ll be fine.”

“I’ll talk to Pepper and
we’ll figure it out,” he said. “If she wants to live in town, I’ll
have to sort out a schedule with Max so that I can be there more
often, but we can figure it out.”

“Oh, right. Max. Doesn’t
he have a tour coming up?”

“Aye. He’s leaving in two
weeks.”

“How long will he be
gone?”

“Three months, then home
for two and back out for another three,” Connall said.

“Couldn’t do it…live the
life of a musician.”

Connall chuckled. “Not many could.”

“You haven’t introduced
Pepper to Max yet, have you?”

He shook his head and Sam grinned.

“Why?” he
asked.

“I’ll give you one guess
as to which band is her most favorite in all the world, and has
been since we were teenagers.”

“Shite.”

Sam laughed and rubbed her hands together.
“Have fun with that.”

“Does Kade know about your
evil streak?”

“I think he loves that the
most about me.”

“Sam?” Kade appeared at
the doorway.

She turned to face him. “Hi, honey.”

Connall grinned. His brother was wound tight
enough to lash out at anyone who got close to his mate. “Mornin’,
Kade.”

“Con,” he said, his tone
clipped. “Come back to bed, love.” Kade’s tone softened toward Sam.
“You haven’t slept.”

She giggled. “Certainly not like you,
anyway.”

Connall stood when she did. “Before you go,
is there anyone close to Pepper other than your family and her
mother?”

“Not really. I mean, there
are the folks at her barn. Rio, especially. He was her trainer
before she sold Jonesy, but I don’t think she’s seen or talked to
him since then. And Maggie, the owner of the barn, but again, I
don’t think she’s talked to her since she gave Jonesy
up.”

“Rio? Is that short for
something?” he asked.

“Mario…Hernandez, I
think.”

“I know that name,”
Connall said, surprised. “Whispering Willows barn,
right?”

Sam nodded. “He’s getting a name for himself
in the training realm. Pepper was lucky to get him. He saw
something special in her and went with it.” She smiled and set her
coffee on the sideboard. “I’ll slide Pepper’s key under your
door.”

“Thanks.” He waited for
them to leave before sitting back down. His mind was spinning a
million miles a minute, but he managed another call before grabbing
breakfast for Pepper and heading back to his room.

He pushed open the door, noticed the extra
key card on the floor, and bent to pick it up.

“Hi,” Pepper
said.

Connall straightened and smiled. “Sorry,
love. Did I wake you again?”

“Nope. I’ve been lying
here debating whether or not I was going to get out of this bed.
It’s divine.” She rubbed her eyes. “Where have you
been?”

“Downstairs with
Sam.”

“Grilling her for
information about me?”

“Absolutely.” He sat on
the bed and kissed her cheek, setting a pastry on the nightstand.
“Are you hungry?”

She nodded. “A little, I guess. What time is
it?”

“Seven.”

“Were you mad earlier? Is
it normal that I would know that?”

“I was.” He frowned. “I’m
sorry. And, yes, it’s normal. It’s part of our
connection.”

“Why were you
mad?”

“Nothing for you to worry
about. Just some disturbing news.”

She cocked her head, but Connall was glad
she didn’t press for more information.

“Did you get all your
business sorted out?” she asked.

He nodded. “I did. I’m officially all
yours.”

“Poor you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You better not be
insulting my girl.”

“I’m your girl,
huh?”

“Absolutely,” he said and
then kissed her.

He wanted to make sure she felt the depth of
his emotion, but when she broke the kiss and neither of them could
catch their breath, he realized his plan may have backfired. If he
wasn’t careful, he wouldn’t be able to control himself, and binding
her before she knew everything was not an option.

“You’re turning me into a
hussy,” she complained.

He laughed. “I haven’t yet begun to turn you
into a hussy, but we should probably stop while we’re ahead.”

She blushed. “Good idea.”

“Sam gave me your extra
key.” He pulled it from his pocket and handed it to her. “I thought
we could shower and maybe hang out at the beach. What do you
think?”

She clapped her hands. “I think it’s the
best idea I’ve heard in a while.”

“Now for the loaded
question.”

She frowned. “Okay.”

“Do you want to
ride?”

She bit her lip. “How? I don’t really talk
to anyone with horses anymore.”

“I have a couple of
contacts.” She lowered her head, but not before he saw the sheen of
tears. “Och, love, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“You didn’t. Sorry.” She
forced a smile. “I just don’t think it would be the same without
Jonesy.”

“Then we won’t ride. No
worries.”

“Have I ruined your
plans?”

He smiled. “Of course not. Spending time
with you was the plan. I just wanted you to have the option if you
wanted it.”

Pepper’s phone rang and she glanced at it
before answering. “Hello? Mom! Hi. How are you?” She scrambled from
the bed and paced the room as she spoke with her mother.

* * *

Connall stepped into the hallway to give
Pepper some privacy. Not that it mattered, Pepper’s mother’s voice
could be heard through the phone.

You don’t have to hide.

He grinned and peeked into
the room. Are you sure?

She nodded and waved him back inside. “Okay.
Sure, Mom. Of course. Will she? That’ll be perfect. Sure. I’ll take
care of Morris. Okay. Love you too. ’Bye.”

She hung up and leaned against the bed.

“How’s your mum?” Connall
asked.

“She’s fine. Turns out she
drank more than her norm the other night, passed out, and hit her
chin.”

“Not the other way
around?”

“No.” She took a deep
breath. “I overreacted.”

“How did you
overreact?”

“I thought she’d been
attacked.”

“With everything going on,
that was a logical conclusion.”

She shrugged. “Not if you know my mom.”

“I’m sorry, lass.” He
crossed his arms in an effort not to touch her. “What happens
now?”

“The doctor’s placing her
into a mandatory detox facility for the next thirty days. He’s
hoping he can reverse the effects on her liver, but it will mean
she needs to stop drinking forever.”

“And you don’t think that
will happen?”

“I don’t know,” Pepper
said. “We’ve been here before.”

“This is still a good
thing, right?”

“I hope so. Her neighbor’s
going to take care of her cat, so that’s one less thing I have to
worry about.”

He smiled. “Does that mean you’ll be able to
relax today?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Probably not, but
I’ll certainly give it the good old college try.”

“Good.” He closed the
distance between them and kissed her. Because…well, he had
to.

Pepper broke the kiss with a sigh. “You’re
turning my world upside down, Dr. Gunnach.”

“Back atya, Miss
Brooks.”

She smiled. “I’m going back to my room now.”
She headed toward the door, patted her hips, and then turned in a
circle. “If I can find my key.”

Connall chuckled and held it up between his
fingers. “You dropped it on the floor when you answered your mom’s
call.”

“I really would lose my
head if it wasn’t attached.” She took the key and raised her head
for a kiss. “I need thirty minutes.”

He kissed her and grinned. “You have
fifteen.”

“You’re still not the boss
of me.”

“We’ll see.”

She laughed.

“Now, go and get ready.”
Connall checked his watch. “You have less than thirteen minutes
left.”

“Do you mind if I bring my
iPod?”

“Not at all, but
why?”

“New album from my
favorite band. I’d like to listen to it on the way to the
beach.”

He tried not to groan as he forced a smile.
“Sure.”

She kissed him again and headed back to her
room.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

AFTER THE BEST day she could remember, Pepper
wasn’t ready for Connall to drive them back to the hotel so soon.
However, he insisted they had to change for dinner. They made their
way into the lobby and Pepper stalled when she caught sight of a
man standing with Brodie in the parlor.

“Pepper? What’s wrong?”
Connall asked.

She turned and did her best, “if looks could
kill” face. “Connall Jakob Gunnach, you failed to mention a very
significant detail in exactly who gave up their room for me.”

“Did I?”

She grabbed his arm and pulled him away from
the open door. “Maximilian freakin’ MacMillan, Con? Seriously? The
lead singer of Fallen Crown, one of the sexiest men alive, and also
the greatest singer, guitarist, and most prolific songwriter on
earth, is the man who gave up his room for me?”

“Or, we could just go with
Max.”

She slapped his chest.
“How could you not tell me? We listened to their new album to and from the beach
and you didn’t say a word! I’ve loved that band since I was
fourteen! I can’t believe you didn’t give me any kind of warning! I
can’t have dinner with him! He’s like…like my idol.”

Connall scowled. “Well, maybe you’re right.
Perhaps we should have a private dinner.”

She let out a frustrated squeal then turned
and made a dash for her room, taking the stairs two at a time.

“Pepper,” he called, but
she ignored him.

She pushed open the door to her room…no,
Max’s room…and shivered. He’d slept in her bed. He’d probably sat
in the chair by the window. She sat down in it and then giggled.
She remembered her mom talking about how she’d been in love with
some old guy named Sean Cassidy when she was a teenager and Pepper
thought she was crazy. Now she was reacting like a love-struck teen
because her idol may or may not have sat in the same chair she was
currently sitting in.

Pepper groaned as she rose to her feet. She
dumped the contents of her overnight bag on the bed before taking a
second to look in the mirror. She nearly cried. Her hair was out of
control from the wind at the beach, her cheeks were flushed, and
she had dried mascara caked under her eyes. The cold had caused her
eyes to water, but she hadn’t cared at the beach…probably because
she didn’t have a mirror.

She looked like a zombie.

You do
not. You’re
beautiful.

You don’t get to weigh in here, buddy.
Where’s Sam?

Down here. Why?

Never mind.

Pepper grabbed her phone and sent Sam a
quick text. Within minutes, a knock came at her door.

“Pepper, it’s me,” Sam
called through the door.

Pepper yanked open the door and stood aside
so Sam could enter. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Sam shook her head. “I didn’t want to add to
your stress.”

Pepper waved her hand
toward the bed. “I have nothing
to wear, Sam.” She glanced in the mirror again.
“Not to mention the fact, I look like a cheap hooker right
now.”

Sam snorted. “You
have never been
cheap, Pep.”

Pepper threw her brush at her.

Sam caught it midair and grinned. “Wow. I
suppose a football career is still a possibility.”

“Laugh, laugh. You’re so
funny,” Pepper retorted. “Now help me!”

“You go freshen up and
I’ll find you something that will make Connall regret the fact he
didn’t tell you.”

Pepper smiled. “That’s the appropriate
answer, best friend.”

She headed to the bathroom. If there was a
Guinness Book award for fastest shower taker, she would have
received it.

* * *

“Aren’t we leaving?” Max asked Connall.

The men, along with Fiona and Payton, were
in the parlor waiting for Sam and Pepper. They were already running
late for their reservation.

“Pepper just wanted to
freshen up. Get the sand out of her hair,” Connall said, and gave
him a look of warning.

Max raised his hands in surrender. “Hey,
what did I do?”

“Here they are now,” Kade
said, and made his way toward Sam.

Connall nearly choked. Pepper wore tight,
black jeans, a blood-red cardigan with half the buttons undone…and
something lacy underneath that appeared to be much lower cut than
the one she’d been wearing the day he’d met her. She also appeared
several inches taller. He glanced at her feet, and rolled his eyes.
Boots.

Sexy as hell boots.

Damn it. He stared closer. Nestled in her
ample cleavage was the pomegranate pendant he…well, technically…Sam
had bought her. The ruby seemed very happy to be where it was, as
it glistened in the light and drew his eyes, and he’d venture to
guess, any other red-blooded man’s, to her chest.

She had pulled her hair back at the sides
and swept her bangs to the side, which enhanced her beautiful face
and when she smiled, he heard Max’s near imperceptible whistle
behind him.

Connall scowled at him and then strode
toward Pepper. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

He leaned down to kiss her, but she gave him
her cheek.

“Pepper.” His voice
pitched low in warning.

She widened her eyes and then smiled.
“Something wrong, Con?”

“Let’s go.”

“To the
restaurant?”

“Definitely not. Somewhere
else.”

She shook her head. “That would be really
rude, Connall.”

She stepped away from him and held her hand
out to Max. “Hi. Max.” Connall heard the nervousness in her voice
as she continued. “Thank you so much for giving up your room for
me.”

Max took her hand and lifted it to his lips,
like he did with every woman he ever met. “It’s my pleasure,
Pepper. Please, think nothing of it.”

As Max kissed her hand, Connall felt
transported back in time. Back to every ballroom they’d ever
frequented over the past six hundred years. Max always got the
girl, so to speak, and not just because he had the power to make
anyone do anything for him.

“Okay, that’s enough,”
Connall said, and tugged Pepper’s hand out of Max’s. He laid his
hand on her lower back and glared at his friend.

Max grinned. “Your necklace is beautiful,
lass.”

She fingered the ruby. “Thank you. It was a
gift from Sam.”

“Max,” Connall
warned.

Max chuckled. “I think we’re getting ready
to head out.”

“We’ll meet you there.”
Connall pulled Pepper from the room.

“We’re going to be late,
Con,” she complained as he found a private place for them to
talk.

“What the hell are you
doing?”

“What do you mean?” she
asked.

“You know
exactly what I mean.” He
scowled. “You need to go upstairs and change.”

She laughed. “No way.”

“Pepper, you can’t go to
dinner looking like that.”

“You don’t like what I’m
wearing?”

He growled and leaned down to kiss her,
pressing her back against the wall. He projected images into her
mind, images of them making love, and felt Pepper’s body shudder
with desire.

She broke the kiss and dropped her head onto
his chest. “Wow.”

He kissed her hair and attempted to catch
his breath.

“That really wasn’t
necessary, you know,” she said.

“It was for
me.”

“Max isn’t at all what I
pictured.”

Connall lifted her chin and narrowed his
eyes. “What the hell does that mean?”

Pepper grinned up at him. “Meeting Max was
really cool, don’t get me wrong, but you’re the one that makes me
swoon when you walk in a room.”

He cocked his head. “Swoon? Really?”

“Swoon. Really.” She
linked her fingers with his. “I have dreamt of meeting that man for
more than ten years, but meeting you was better.”

“Oh?” He smiled.
“How?”

“Well, for one, you’re way
sexier. I might have had a hundred posters of him and the band, but
in person he’s not nearly as good looking. He’s also kind of cocky.
I mean, kissing my hand. Really? Ew. Saliva germs just crosses the
line, in my opinion. Gross. Not to mention the fact, he seems to
have forgotten we live in the twenty-first century.”

“You didn’t like
that?”

Pepper shook her head. “I don’t like men who
think they’re all that and assume everyone else thinks so as well.
I also much prefer blond men over dark-haired men.”

Connall couldn’t stop his laugh. “Och, love.
You are precious.”

“I would like to know one
thing, though, and I think he’s the only one who can answer
it.”

“What’s that?”

“On their last studio
album, there was this haunting guitar sound and for the life of me,
I cannot figure it out. It’s incredible, but there’s no information
on their website or liner notes on the album, other than a thank
you to the guitarist for their work on six of the songs. No name,
just initials…initials of someone I can’t find.” She grinned up at
Connall. “Now I can ask the source.”

Connall raised an eyebrow. “You noticed that
much detail?”

“I notice everything when
it comes to music. Sometimes to the point of madness. And
especially Fallen Crown, because they’re my favorite band.” She
patted his chest. “Anyway, are you done?”

“Done?”

“Can we go to dinner now,
or do I need to do more convincing?”

“One more
kiss.”

She grinned and lifted her chin.

As they made their way out to the waiting
cars, Connall sighed. “A hundred posters? Really?”

“A hundred and three to be
exact.”

He groaned and Pepper laughed.

* * *

When dinner was over, Sam invited the men
back to her parents’ house. Pepper was grateful, because she wasn’t
quite ready to say goodnight to Connall.

Max bowed out, claiming he had plans, as did
Fiona and Angus. Pepper assumed that Fiona probably wanted time
alone with her new husband, and she also figured Connall was the
reason Max had “plans.” Dalton hadn’t been able to make it to
dinner, but promised he’d be on time for the wedding the next
day.

Arriving at the Moores’ home, the group was
greeted by Sam’s parents with the promise that they’d have the
family room to themselves, but Sam had to promise everyone would be
gone by midnight.

“We don’t want you to turn
into a pumpkin the night before your wedding,” Mrs. Moore said as
she hugged everyone goodnight.

“You get one too, Pepper,”
Mrs. Moore said. “You don’t get off scott free tonight.”

Pepper smiled and slid into her warm
embrace. “If you insist.”

Her surrogate parents said goodnight and the
men retrieved the girls’ overnight bags from the cars.

Pepper followed Sam and Payton into the
large game room. A pool table sat in the left-hand corner, and a
seventy-inch flat-screen TV had been installed on the wall to the
right. The biggest sectional Pepper had ever seen was positioned in
front of the television and two steamer trunks acted as coffee
tables. Dalton had dubbed the sofa, B.A.C. (Big-Ass Couch).

A small fridge sat under the wet bar, now
stocked with alcohol. When they were teens, it had been stocked
with sodas and a ridiculous amount of snack food, but once Sam
turned twenty-one, her parents allowed her to keep beer in the
fridge and wine in the cabinet.

Pepper had spent hours in this room, her
refuge from her mother’s home.

“Who wants wine?” Sam
asked.

“Me,” Payton and Pepper
said in stereo.

Pepper giggled and sat next to Payton. The
pretty redhead was quiet and shy, although not as shy as Sam. She
had dark-red hair and ice-blue eyes. She wore her hair pulled back
in a tight bun, which made her appear much like a stern librarian,
but the softness in her expression showed her sweetness. Pepper
really liked Payton. She’d had a chance to get to know her a little
a few days ago when the ladies had met up at the local karaoke
club, the Tin Ear. Payton appeared overtly religious, but not in a
judgmental kind of way, and she’d endeared herself to Pepper
immediately.

Pepper couldn’t help but notice Brodie’s
interest in Payton. She hadn’t quite figured out their
relationship, because he hovered and Payton seemed to want him, but
not want him, around.

She didn’t have time to dwell on her
musings, as her focus was drawn back to Connall when he came into
to the room and joined her on the sofa, wrapping an arm around her
waist and pulling her up against him.

Sam handed Pepper and Payton their wine,
then poured some for Kade. Connall and Brodie opted for beer, which
Brodie retrieved from the fridge.

“How did you like Max,
Pepper?” Sam asked, eliciting a scowl from Connall.

Payton raised an eyebrow. “Uh-oh, has Max
the Lothario struck again?”

“Payton,” Brodie
admonished as he sat next to her.

Pepper didn’t miss Payton’s attempt to scoot
away from him. Brodie pulled her back.

“In answer to your
question, pot stirrer extraordinaire,” Pepper said, “I liked him
just fine. He wasn’t quite what I’d built him up in my mind to be,
but he was fun to talk to.”

“You should sing with him
sometime,” Sam suggested.

Connall stiffened next to her, and Pepper
glared at her best friend. “Okay, Sam, you can quit now.”

Don’t feed her evilness, Con. She’s messing
with you.

Sam shrugged. “Stop what?”

“Sam,” Pepper
groaned.

Connall relaxed.
She’s getting back at me.

Oh? What did you do?

I’ll tell you later.

Pepper glanced up at him in question.

Later, love.

Fine.

“Who wants to lose at
pool?” Sam asked.

“You do,” Kade said, and
followed her to the table.

Brodie convinced Payton to join him and
Connall and Pepper were left on the sofa, effectively in their own
little world.

Pepper snuggled closer to Connall, the chill
of the room sinking into her bones. Sam’s parents refused to turn
the heat on unless it got “colder than a penguin’s outhouse,” as
Dalton used to complain.

Cold? Connall asked.

Always.

I’ll get your coat.

It’s okay.
Pepper smiled. They have
blankets in the chest.

Connall retrieved one of the thick blankets
from the chest and wrapped it around Pepper before sitting beside
her again and pulling her close. She kissed him and settled her
head on his chest. That was where she stayed until being gently
shaken awake when it was time for Connall to leave.

“Why didn’t you wake me
sooner?” she complained as she rose from the couch.

“Outside of the fact you
needed to sleep? I felt your headache, and you’re so peaceful when
you’re asleep. I couldn’t wake you.”

“Coming, Con?” Kade
asked.

“Yes,” he said. “Be right
there.” He kissed Pepper and gave her a much too quick hug.
“Do not leave
this house until you’re collected tomorrow.”

“Where else would I go,
Con? Seriously…you’re not the boss of me.”

He smiled. “People are watching the house,
so you’ll be safe, but if anything happens,” he tapped his temple,
“tell me.”

“Yeah yeah.”

He lifted her chin. “I’m serious,
Pepper.”

She sighed. “I promise I’ll tell you if
anything happens.”

“I hate leaving
you.”

She grinned. “Wow, one night in my presence
and now you’re hooked, huh?”

“I was hooked the moment I
heard you,” he said, and rubbed the back of her neck gently. “How’s
your headache?”

Pepper sighed and looped her arms around his
neck. “Gone.”

“Con!” Kade called again,
sounding a little irritated.

Connall rolled his eyes as he took her hand,
leading her out of the room and down the hall to the foyer. “I’m
here, my liege.”

Pepper giggled, but then caught Sam’s
warning glare directed at Connall.

“Sorry,” he
mumbled.

What?

Nothing, love. Private joke.

One that Sam doesn’t think is funny,
apparently.

Connall smiled and kissed her cheek. “I’ll
see you tomorrow.”

Pepper nodded and stood with Payton and Sam
as the men left. She was too tired to grill Sam about the strange
exchange, opting to turn in instead of waiting for Fiona, who would
be arriving any minute.

“You okay?” Sam
asked.

“Just tired,” Pepper
said.

“Con took your bag up to
your room, so I’ll wake you in the morning.”

“Thanks.”

“Do you want me to
check…?” Sam asked

“No. I’m fine,” Pepper
said.

Payton smiled and said, “Good night.”

Pepper was liking Payton more and more,
especially since she didn’t hug her…which Sam did
again.           

“Good night,” Pepper said.
“I’ll see you in the morning.”

She dragged herself up the stairs and into
her assigned room. She was unsure if she was actually tired or just
a bit sad that she wasn’t going to sleep with Connall. She liked
being in his arms.

I like you being in my arms.

Pepper couldn’t stop a
smile. Get out of my brain.

No. I like your brain. It’s fascinating.

Good to know.

Sleep well, sweetheart. I’m already dreaming
of kissing you tomorrow.

Me too,
she admitted as she flopped on the
bed.

Do you want me to whisper to you until you
fall asleep?

Hmm. I take it, getting Max to sing to me is
out of the question?

Even if he was here, there’d be no way in
hell…

Pepper giggled.
In that case, I’d love it if you’d lull me to
sleep. I just have to get out of these jeans. They’re cutting off
my circulation.

She heard Connall’s low growl in her
mind.

Oh, please. You had no issues checking out
my butt every chance you got.

So did every other man, except Kade.

Pepper smiled.
Which is odd, since these are Sam’s
jeans.

Really?

Why do you think they’re so tight? She’s a
full size smaller than me. I also had to wear my hooker boots with
them, otherwise, I’d trip. It’s hard when your best friend’s an
Amazon.

You could have rolled up
the cuffs, love.

I could have, true. But you didn’t seem to
mind I was another four inches taller.

Sam’s not the only with an evil streak.

Pepper grinned.
Who do you think I learned it from?

Have you “gotten me back” to your
satisfaction?

She grunted as she
attempted to peel the jeans from her hips. I’d say yes, but trying to get these damn pants off is
causing me to hyperventilate.

She heard his
chuckle. If I were there, I’d
help.

Ha! Then I’d be pregnant and really wouldn’t
be able to get out of the jeans.

Pregnant, eh?

Honestly, I’m beyond surprised I’m not
already. I can’t seem to keep my hands off you. They’re already
itching to touch you.

I’ll be right there.

Pepper groaned, partly in
relief as she finally got the jeans off. You’re funny.

All right, love. Go to bed.

What about my story?

When you’re tucked in, I’ll talk dirty to
you.

Promises, promises. Okay. I’ll let you know
when I’m in bed.

She got ready for bed, and once she added an
extra blanket, snuggled under the covers. As promised, Connall
whispered her to sleep, but in Icelandic, so she no idea what he
was saying to her.

Her dreams were frustratingly sexy, keeping
her from a satisfying rest…and being satisfied another way as
well.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

THE NEXT DAY, Pepper sat at the head wedding
table with Connall, Payton, and Brodie. The ceremony had been
perfect and they were now at the tail end of the reception. The DJ
had just started Samantha’s favorite song, “Love Gone,” a ballad by
Rayne Green, a singer who had disappeared a few years ago. Her
music was more popular than ever, perhaps because of the mystery
surrounding her life.

Pepper understood the appeal, because the
woman was talented, but her own musical tastes were more on the
rock side than pop. Her only acquiescence was a duet Rayne Green
had done with Max several years ago. “Heavy is the Heart” was the
one song both she and Sam loved and had listened to ad nauseum.

Connall leaned over and whispered, “Dance
with me, lass.”

He stood and held his hand out to her. She
took it and let him lead her to the dance floor. The second she was
in his arms, her world came into focus. She’d taken a few ballroom
dance lessons in high school just for fun, but dancing with high
school boys often resulted in bruised toes. Connall, on the other
hand, danced as though he’d been doing it since birth and she felt
graceful…something out of the ordinary for her.

“Have I told you how
beautiful you are?” he asked.

“A few times.” She smiled.
“But I kind of like it.”

Sam had stayed true to form and picked her
favorite color for the bridesmaids’ dresses. They were a beautiful
light green that complemented each of her attendants. Strapless and
falling just below the knee, the chiffon dress felt like a breeze
against Pepper’s skin.

“More beautiful than the
bride,” he said.

Pepper let out a quiet snort. “Not possible.
She’s stunning.”

She glanced over at Sam laughing with one of
their mutual friends. Samantha’s strapless mermaid dress hugged her
model figure and the diamond necklace and matching earrings Kade
had given her added to the ethereal effect. Pepper couldn’t have
been happier for her. Even if it meant she’d more than likely stay
in Scotland forever.

“Do you want a big
wedding?” Con asked.

“No.”

He leaned back. “Really?”

“Really. I am not a romantic,” she admitted. “Why? Are you asking?”

He grinned. “Not yet.”

She shook her head. “You’re crazier than I
am.”

“Which makes us perfect
for each other.”

She stroked the nape of his neck. “It would
seem so.”

“I love you, crazy
girl.”

She wasn’t quite ready to make a public
admission, but there was comfort in knowing he understood. He gave
her a gentle squeeze and Pepper allowed the music to settle over
her. The effect of being in Connall’s arms and dancing to a
beautiful song was heady.

Þú verður að vera minn að
eilífu.

The words floated into Pepper’s mind, and
even though she didn’t know what they meant, she felt the weight of
emotion behind them. She closed her eyes, wishing she could stay
right where she was forever. Unfortunately, the song ended and her
moment was officially over.

“The bride and groom will
be leaving shortly,” Dalton announced over the P.A. “Please say
your final good-byes and wish them well.”

Kade was taking Sam somewhere private for
the night, but the group planned to meet up the next evening for
dinner. Pepper hugged Sam, and once the couple was gone, grabbed
her purse. She realized she hadn’t checked her phone in hours and
scrambled to pull it from her purse. Crap. Thirty-two missed
calls.

She checked the messages, all from him, and
all more threatening than the next. A call came through as she was
in the middle of one of his rants. “Hello?”

“Where the hell have you
been?”

“It’s my friend’s wedding.
I was maid of honor.”

“Yes. I remember now, my
love.” He took several deep breaths. “I’m very glad you answered
your phone. I was beginning to imagine all sorts of terrible things
I might have to do.”

“Well, I’m helping with
the gifts, so I need to go.”

“I want you to go home
tonight. Alone. Don’t think I haven’t noticed those other folks
hanging around. I’m assuming they’re your friend’s new family.
There are a lot of large men, but I am not one to be trifled with.
You better lose them. Got it?”

“I don’t think they’re
ones to be trifled with either.”

“I wonder what would
happen to Mario if he could no longer train. What would happen to
his kids, do you think?”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?” she asked, her heart racing.

“Do as I say, Pepper, or
I’ll make his life a living hell.”

“Don’t you dare hurt
him.”

“Then obey me.”

“And if I
don’t?”

“Do you really want to
make his wife a widow?”

Pepper pulled her keys from her purse and
headed for her car. “If I go home alone, you have to promise not to
hurt him.”

“I always keep my word, my
love.”

Footsteps over the gravel of the parking lot
drew her eyes to Connall, who was striding purposefully toward
her.

“Someone’s coming,” she
said. “I need to go.”

“Get rid of them. I’ll
call you in ten minutes.”

Pepper hung up.

“Where are you going,
lass?” Connall asked. “We’re going back to the hotel for
drinks.”

“I’m actually really
tired. Rain check?”

“Are you going back to the
Moores’?”

“No. Home. I have the
house to myself for the first time in a while. I’m going to take
advantage of it.”

“I don’t think that’s a
good idea. Come back to the hotel.”

“No. I want to go
home.”

“I’ll come with you, if
you like,” he offered.

She took a deep breath. “Some other time,
okay?”

“Pepper.” Connall frowned
and took her hand. “Talk to me. I can help.”

“I’m good.” She pulled out
of his grip and tried to surreptitiously take in her surroundings.
She was afraid they were being watched. “I just need a break, Con.
This is too much. Please.”

He dragged his hands down his face.

“I’ll call you later.
Maybe you can come over then. I just need a little while alone, but
I promise, I’ll let you know if anything happens, okay?” she
pleaded.

He shook his head. “No. I’m putting my foot
down on this one.”

Pepper raised an eyebrow. “Oh…a foot. Well,
that’s very serious then.”

She tried to make light of his demand, but
if she didn’t get rid of him, Mario would be in trouble.

“Come back inside,” he
said.

“Fine.” Pepper sighed.
“Could we go to the beach instead of back to the hotel?”

“Of course.”

“Why don’t you run in and
make sure no one needs you,” she suggested. “Then we’ll
go.”

“Why don’t you come with
me?”

“I’ll just grab my coat
and wait for you here. I don’t really want to go back
inside.”

“Pepper,” he
admonished.

She unlocked her trunk and pulled out her
coat, then held out her keys. “Here. I can’t go anywhere without
keys.”

He took the key ring from her and stared at
her for a few seconds before nodding and walking inside.

Pepper waited until the door closed on him
and reached under the wheel well for her spare. She climbed into
her car and took off. She needed to get distance between them
before her resolve completely failed her.

* * *

Connall heard the sound of a car starting up
and his stomach dropped. He threw open the door just in time to see
Pepper peel out of the driveway. He swore as he slammed his fist
into the wall, causing some of the brick on the side of the
building to crumble.

Pepper Brooks, you and I are going to have a
serious conversation!

Please don’t be mad, Con.

Connall turned when he heard footsteps and
saw Dalton rushing out of the reception hall, his face frantic with
worry.

“Where’s Pepper?” he
asked.

“She went home,” Connall
said.

“To my
parents’?”

Connall shook his head. “No. Pretty sure
she’s heading to her house. She said she wanted to be alone.”

“Damn it!” Dalton ran his
hands through his hair. “Why the hell did you let her
go?”

“Not exactly how I’d put
it,” Connall said and held up Pepper’s keys.

“What about the spare she
has under her wheel well?”

Connall said a few four-letter words in an
effort to relieve himself of the sudden need to wrap his hand
around the neck of Sam’s grinning brother.

Dalton pulled out his phone and punched in a
number. “Damn it!”

Connall scowled. “What?”

“She’s not picking
up.”

“What aren’t you telling
me, Dalton?”

“Nothing. I’ll take care
of it.”

“What will you take care
of, exactly?”

“Nothing. I’ll head over
to her place and talk to her in person.”

“How about
I head over to her
place, pick her up, and take her back to your parents’,” Connall
suggested. “Can you give me her address?”

“If she didn’t give it to
you, then I don’t feel comfortable going behind her back.” Dalton
smirked. “We’re all good. I’ve got her back and she trusts me. You
don’t need to concern yourself with her. Come on. We should make
sure the gifts get loaded.”

Connall watched Dalton disappear back inside
the building and scowled.

Pepper?

Nothing.

Sweetheart, please answer me. I need to know
you’re all right.

He waited, his irritation and concern rising
with each passing second.

Con, I’m fine. I just need to be alone.

He took a deep breath and
forced himself to relax. Pepper.

Connall, she mimicked. Calm down, baby.
You’ll give yourself a coronary.

He couldn’t help but smile
at her endearment. He figured she probably didn’t realize she’d
thought it. Pepper, just give me your
address. I’ll leave you to your thoughts, but I’ll feel much better
knowing how to get to you if you need me.

I won’t need you.

Pepper!

Nothing…again. He stood in the middle of the
parking lot and waited, making numerous attempts to contact her.
She had effectively blocked him out, or was doing a damn good job
of ignoring him.

Connall made his way back inside, an idea
forming and a plan already mapped out. He located Max in the crowd
talking to a stunning young woman, and shook his head. Max was the
epitome of tall, dark, and handsome and used it to his advantage.
With his black hair, ice-blue eyes, and athletic physique, women
gravitated to him. Connall couldn’t remember a time when Max didn’t
have a woman hanging on him. He wondered what would happen when Max
finally found his mate. Connall shook his head and chuckled to
himself. He hoped she gave him hell.

“Excuse me, would you?”
Connall smiled at the pretty brunette and pulled Max aside. “I need
you to do something for me.”

Max raised an eyebrow. “This sounds
ominous.”

“I need Pepper’s address.
You’ll have to get it from Dalton since Sam’s gone.”

“I take it you already
asked him?”

“Aye.”

Max frowned. “Bloody idiot.”

“Aye.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Pepper wasn’t
forthcoming, eh?”

“Max.” Connall narrowed
his eyes. “I’m not in the mood.”

He raised his hands in defeat. “Okay. Give
me a sec.”

He headed toward Dalton, returning within
minutes, a scrap of paper in his hand. “That was too easy.”

“Thanks.” Connall grabbed
the paper and headed toward his car. He was once again grateful his
closest friend had the power to make people tell him
things.

Connall climbed into the rental car, entered
the destination information on the GPS, and sped off toward
Pepper’s home. He pressed harder on the gas pedal when he felt her
sudden panic, hoping he’d make it in time. Pulling up in front of
the dilapidated brick house, he saw Pepper’s beat-up VW Rabbit
sitting in the driveway.

He slid out of the car and made a run for
the house, hearing Pepper’s angry voice filter through the open
door. “Get off me!”

“I just want a little
kiss.” A deep voice slurred.

Pepper said something Connall couldn’t quite
hear and then a slap sounded. “You bitch! You’ll pay for this.”

Before Connall could react, he heard a groan
and something crashed to the floor. Pepper came flying down the
hall and nearly slammed into him. He caught her firmly, not fully
prepared for her reaction. She screamed and slammed her fist into
his cheek.

“Pepper! It’s me. Shh.
Sweetheart, I’ve got you.”

“Connall?” she asked, her
breath coming in short pants. She scowled at him. “You’re
not supposed to be
here!”

“You’re not the boss of
me,” he retorted. “Is it safe to let you go?”

“Oh, yes.” She stepped
away from him and laid her fingers over her mouth. “I’m so sorry.
I’ll get you some ice.”

He reached for her again. “Pepper, wait.
What’s going on? Who were you yelling at?”

“Nothing. No one.
Everything’s fine. You should go.”

A grunt from the other room indicated all
was not fine.

“Who the hell is that?” he
demanded.

She shook her head. “No one.”

“I want you to wait
outside,” Connall said.

“Um…but…”

He narrowed his eyes. “Pepper. Please wait
outside.”

She hesitated, then sidled out the front
door. Connall went looking for the person attached to the groaning.
He rounded the corner and found a scruffy-headed man with several
tattoos covering his neck and arms, writhing on the floor with his
hands between his legs.

“Did you catch that little
bitch?” he snapped.

Connall leaned over him. “And who are
you?”

“I’m the boyfriend, who
the hell are you?”

“The mother’s boyfriend,
correct? Not Pepper’s.”

He swallowed. “Don’t matter. Her mama don’t
care. Besides, I just wanted a kiss. She should want to keep me
happy. I make her mama happy…at least I did till she left me here
with her bitch of a daughter.”

Connall reached down, wrapped his hand
around the man’s neck, and lifted him from the floor. The man got a
scream out before his windpipe began to close. “I would suggest you
leave. Never come back. If you ever touch Pepper again, I will kill
you. Do you understand?”

The boyfriend’s face was turning red, but he
managed to nod.

“If you look at her again,
I will kill you. Do you understand?”

He nodded again as he tore at Connall’s
arm.

Connall cocked his head. “If you try to
contact her in any way, I will kill you. Do you understand?”

Another desperate nod.

“If you speak her name, I
will hear it, and I will find you and kill you. Do you
understand?”

Connall released his hold and the man slid
to the ground, taking in large gasps of air. Connall strode outside
to find Pepper pacing the driveway.

“Where’s your mother’s
cat?” he snapped.

“Next door, why?” Pepper
said.

“Do you have anything
inside you care about?”

“What?” she asked in
confusion.

“You have ten minutes to
pack anything of value. You are never coming back here.”

“What? Why?”

Connall calmed his anger and laid a hand on
her shoulder. “I would very much appreciate it if you’d pack up
anything that might be important to you. If it’s more than what you
can carry, I will return with Brodie tomorrow and we’ll take care
of it, but you are never coming back here.”

“He warned me to make you
stay away.” Her eyes swept the surroundings. “He could be watching,
Con. It’s not safe.”

“Let me worry about
that.”

She bit her lip. “What about my mom? This is
her house—I should watch it for her.”

“If your mother makes it
through rehab and sobers up long enough to realize you’re gone, I
will personally fly her to wherever you are, but you are
never coming back here.
As far as her house, I will hire someone to look in on
it.”

“You don’t
understand.”

He took a deep breath. “What don’t I
understand?”

“If she’s in rehab, then
she can’t work. I pay most of the rent, anyway, but I can’t cover
all of it, and if she loses the house, she’ll have nowhere to
go.”

“You pay the rent? For
your mother?” He
failed to keep the disgust from his tone.

Pepper nodded. “I don’t want her to worry
about having a place to live when she’s out of rehab.”

“I’ll take care of it,
Pepper.”

Pepper groaned in
frustration. “I don’t want
you to ‘take care of it,’ Con! This is my
responsibility.”

“Let’s just get you away
from here and then we can put together a plan. Okay?” He stroked
her cheek. “Now, anything you need from the house?”

Pepper stared up at him for several seconds
before she took a ragged breath and nodded. “I’m already packed.
For Scotland. Um…the bags are in my room. Third door on the
left.”

“I’ll be right
back.”

Connall made his way back into the house and
to Pepper’s room. He stepped inside and saw the ratty suitcases
sitting against the wall. One of the closet doors was partway off
its hinges and adorned with a couple of fist-sized holes. He
scowled and grabbed the luggage. As he wheeled them out of the
room, one busted open, spilling out a fan of envelopes. He
investigated the zipper and saw that Pepper had tried to reinforce
it with duct tape, but not very well. He sighed and picked up the
letters, his intention to put them back, but one caught his eye and
his blood went cold.

See how easy that was to please me? I’m very
proud of you. Now I won’t have to kill him. If only your puppy had
been as lucky.

He didn’t read any more. He slid the notes
into his pocket and dragged the suitcases outside. Pepper rushed
toward him. “Crap. I thought I’d taped that better.”

“It’s fine. I’ll put them
in the boot.”

“Boot?”

“You call it a
trunk.”

“Oh.” She reached for the
broken bag. “I’ll take that one for you.”

“It’s fine, lass.” He hit
the unlock button on the key fob, frowning when he saw her shiver.
Leaving the luggage on the curb, he shrugged out of his tuxedo
jacket and laid it over her shoulders. “It’s a bit chilly out here.
Let’s get in the car.” He held her door and waited, but she
hesitated. “Pepper, you need to get in the car.”

She pulled the jacket closer. “What about
Thumper?”

“Thumper?” he
asked.

“My car.” She nodded
toward the VW Rabbit. “I’ll follow you.”

He tried not to scowl. “Were you planning to
take that to Scotland?”

“No, of course
not.”

“Have you removed
everything you need from it?”

“Yes.”

“Right, then.” He pointed
to the open door of the Mercedes. “Get in the car. You’re not going
to need it.”

She didn’t move. “My mom was going to try
and sell it for me. I guess that won’t happen now.”

Connall sighed and threw the luggage in the
boot before closing the distance between them again and taking her
hand. He felt her panic, but then she calmed and took a deep
breath.

“We’ll sort it out. I bet
Dalton can help.”

“Oh. Right. I hadn’t
thought of that,” she said hopefully.

“Will you get in the car
now, lass?” he asked.

She nodded. Connall waited until she was
settled before closing the door and making his way to the driver’s
side.

Pepper sat with her eyes closed, her head
back against the headrest and wringing her hands in her lap. Her
stress was pouring off her and Connall was having a difficult time
not heading to the airstrip and flying her home.

“Con, I didn’t make
arrangements for a hotel.”

“You can’t be
serious.”

“I’m sorry. I just thought
I’d stay here.”

He rolled his eyes. “Not about that, love.
You’re coming back to the hotel with me.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll find
something else. A Motel Six or something.” She pressed her lips
into a flat line.

“Damn it, Pepper, stop!”
he snapped.

She jumped and he instantly felt her
fear.

He grasped her hand and took a deep breath.
“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I don’t mean to scare you. I just don’t
understand why you’re trying to shut me out.”

Her gaze flew to him. “It’s working?”

He scowled. “Better than I’d like.”

“How did you find
me?”

“I’ll always find you,
love.”

She dropped her head. “I told Dalton not to
tell you.”

He reached over and ran a finger gently down
her soft cheek. “I convinced him otherwise.”

“I’m so sorry.” She sighed
as she blinked back tears. “I forgot about Jeff.”

“Jeff?”

“My mom’s new
boyfriend.”

He started the car in an effort to distract
him from his need to kill Jeff. “He won’t bother you again.”

“How did everything get so
complicated?” she asked, seemingly to the window.

He pulled away from the curb and reached for
her hand, linking his fingers with hers as they drove toward the
hotel. “I’m going to fix this, love. I promise.”

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

CONNALL PULLED INTO the parking lot of the
hotel and slid from the car. He opened Pepper’s door, holding his
hand out to her. When she slipped her hand in his, he couldn’t stop
himself from running his thumb across the top of her knuckles. Her
skin was so soft. “In our chaos, I was remiss not to mention how
bonny ye look, lass.”

She blushed and smoothed a palm over her
stomach. “Oh, thank you.”

She’d managed to change from her bridesmaid
dress into dark blue jeans that hugged every curve perfectly and a
black cardigan with a red low-cut lace top underneath that
showcased her full breasts…however, not as much as the night
before, which he was grateful for.

A faint purple mark was forming on her jaw
and Connall scowled.

He was surprised when she laid a hand on his
arm. “What?”

Connall felt the calm cover him. “You have a
bruise, lass.”

“Oh.” She dug in her purse
and pulled out a mirror. “Crap.”

Connall lowered her hand with the mirror in
it. “Pepper.”

She blinked up at him.

He ran his thumb gently over her jaw. “Did
Jeff do this?”

She nodded.

He leaned down and kissed her bruise and did
his best to shove his rage deep enough for her not to feel it.

“What are you doing to me?” she asked.

“The same thing you’re
doing to me, love.” He covered his mouth with hers.

She slid her hands up his chest and sighed
as he intensified the kiss. She broke the kiss and stepped away.
“If he sees us…”

“Come inside.”

As they headed into the hotel, her phone
rang. “Hello.”

He watched as terror permeated her features
and she grasped his arm. “What did you do? No. No. Why?”

Tears filled her eyes and Connall could no
longer hide his anger. He pulled the phone from her hand and put it
to his ear. “Listen here, you bloody bastard, I will find you and
you will pay for this.” He hung up and swept Pepper into his arms,
heading straight for his room. He opened his door and carried her
inside, sitting in the chair by the window and settling her in his
lap. “What did he do, love?”

“He hurt Rio. He told me
to stay at home and I didn’t.” She hiccupped. “Rio’s leg is broken
and it’s all my fault.”

“It is not your fault. If we are placing
blame on anyone other than the bastard harassing you, then it
should be on my shoulders.”

“You, why?”

“Because I had security
watching Rio.”

She sat up. “You did?”

“Yes. And I need to call
Ali to find out what happened, okay?”

“Yes. Please. I need to
know if Rio’s all right.”

She pushed away from him, but he pulled her
back. “I can call Alasdair and hold you at the same time.” Once she
was settled, albeit reluctantly, Connall dialed Ali.

“Hi, Con,” Alasdair
said.

“So what
happened?”

“Someone messed with his
saddle,” Alasdair explained. “The girth was frayed. Mario’s a
bloody brilliant rider and would have been fine, but the horse
tripped over the girth and fell on the guy’s leg. Algar was close.
The doctors are trying to determine if Mario needs surgery. Either
way, he’ll be in a cast for a few weeks, but it looks like he’ll be
fine.”

“Okay. Take care of him
and make sure his family’s comfortable. They shouldn’t worry about
money.”

“Aye.”

Connall hung up and took a deep breath.
Glancing down at his mate, he smiled. Pepper had fallen asleep. He
stood and laid her on the bed, removing her shoes and tucking the
thick blanket around her. He then pulled his laptop out and sat
down to attempt some work.

He managed an hour before her scream filled
the room. He made his way to the bed and leaned over her. “Pepper.
Wake up.”

Her fear-filled eyes opened and then she let
out a deep breath and sat up, wrapping her arms around his
neck.

“It’s okay, love. Just a
dream.”

“What do you mean? How was
I asleep?” she demanded and gripped harder. “I don’t
sleep…especially when I’m worried.”

He pulled her close and held her until she
loosened her arms. “Calmer?”

“Yes. But that still
doesn’t make sense. How long did I sleep?” she asked.

He stroked her cheek. “About an hour.”

“Did you find out what
happened?” she asked.

“Aye.” Connall filled her
in on what Alasdair told him.

She frowned. “I want to see Rio.”

“When we get this mess
sorted out, you can.”

“What about his
wife?”

“We’re making sure his
wife and kids are safe, and sorting out his medical
bills.”

Pepper bit her lip. “I’m so sorry.”

“Why?”

“Because Mario wouldn’t be
hurt and you wouldn’t have to spend money if it wasn’t for me,” she
said. “I’ll pay you back.”

Connall remembered what Sam had said about
Pepper wanting to pay her own way as he watched her wringing her
hands, wondering how she would pay him back.

“Hey.” He laid his hands
over hers. “This isn’t about you.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“Whether I pay for his
medical costs or not, this is my decision. It’s about me, not you.
And it’s about Mario. If you want to feel bad that he was hurt,
you’re fully entitled to do that, but the money thing is my
decision, okay? You trying to control this situation isn’t going to
work.”

“I’m not trying to control
it,” she argued.

“Oh, really?” He smiled.

She rolled her eyes.

“Control’s only an
illusion, anyway,” he continued.

“How do you figure
that?”

“Well, do you believe in
God?”

“On a good day,” she
retorted.

He grinned. “Then, that in itself is an
admission that you gave control up a while ago, right?”

“Attempted to, I guess,”
she grumbled.

“Trying to take it back
only frustrates you and limits your faith.”

“Maybe. I guess.” She
wrinkled her nose. “This doesn’t make you a genius, you
know?”

He laughed. “Oh, I know. There are a hundred
other things that make me a genius.”

“I can’t wait to discover
them.” She rubbed her eyes. “I should probably wash my face. This
mascara’s starting to flake.”

He rose to his feet and opened the bathroom
door. “There are flannels on the counter.”

She slid off the bed and stepped into the
bathroom. She kept the door open as she ran the water. “You really
don’t mind paying Mario’s medical bills?” she asked.

“If I minded, I wouldn’t
do it.”

She smiled as she ran the flannel over her
face, pausing as she reached her chin. “You’re too good to be true,
aren’t you?”

He sat back down at his computer. “I’m
exactly what you see, love.”

“Right. Too good to be
true.”

He chuckled. “I will keep you believing that
for as long as I can.”

Pepper finished washing her face and then
made her way back into the bedroom. “I don’t see the bruise on my
chin anymore. Do you?”

He glanced up at her and shook his head.
“No. Looks like it’s gone.”

“Hmm. Weird. It was pretty
bad this morning.”

He shrugged as he stood and stroked his
fingers over her jaw. “Maybe you heal faster than you think. Now, I
have you all to myself until dinner and I want to take advantage.
Tomorrow’s going to be crazy with gifts and packing.”

“What happens at
dinner?”

“We’re meeting everyone at
six.”

“Ooh, I can finally ask
Max about that guitar track…or maybe I’ll just grill him about
you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I think I’ll put you
between Payton and Fiona.”

She giggled and patted his chest. “Like
you’d put me anywhere you couldn’t touch me every ten seconds.”

“Hmm, do I need to work on
that?”

“I happen to like it,” she
said. “Will you promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“When all of this is done,
will you tell me everything? I know you’ve been holding back, and I
get it, I do, but I really
need to know all of it. Good and bad, okay? I
feel like I’m missing a huge piece of the puzzle, but I also know
that I can’t deal with anything more right now.”

He kissed her quickly. “I promise. You can
pick the time and the place.”

* * *

After dinner, Max handed Pepper his extra
room key. She would be staying with Connall for the night because
Pepper didn’t wanted Max to give up his room again. He was leaving
the next day for Scotland in order to prepare for his tour, so
she’d have his room once he was gone. But if she was being honest,
she’d prefer to be close to Connall anyway. Despite her best
efforts to get information out of Max, he’d been annoyingly
tight-lipped about the music, shutting her down at every turn.

“Grab what you need,
love,” Connall said. “You can leave your bags in the
room.”

She turned to Max. “Is that okay with
you?”

Max grinned. “Of course. My stuff’s already
in the car. I have to leave at four.”

Pepper wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”

Max laughed. “Exactly.”

“Thanks,” she
said.

Max gave her a quick nod and then went to
find the rest of the group.

Connall led Pepper to Max’s room and waited
for her to open the door. “Are you sure you don’t want help?”

She shook her head. “I think I can manage to
change into pajamas without you.”

“That’s too bad.” He
kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Pepper let herself into
her room and stalled. Two brand new suitcases sat in the middle of
the freshly made bed. Con?

Yes, love?

I thought Max said his stuff was already in
the car.

It is.

She frowned.
Well, then, what’s this?

Are you referring to the luggage?

She settled her hands on
her hips. What else would I be referring
to?

The fact that I’ve completely enamored
you.

Pepper forced herself not
to laugh. Have you?

Haven’t I?

You’re impossible, Connall
Gunnach. Now, explain the suitcases. Please tell me you didn’t buy
these for me. She held her
breath.

They’re mine, love. Yours are falling apart,
so you can borrow those until we can get you new bags.

She sighed.
Hold that thought.

Speaking with him in her mind was driving
her a little nuts, so she made her way to his room and knocked on
the door. He opened it and waved her in.

“I don’t need new
luggage,” she said as she stepped inside.

“Your bags won’t make it
to Scotland, Pepper.”

“You don’t know that. Duck
Tape’s an amazing thing.”

He smiled, although he appeared
distracted.

“Sorry. Did I interrupt
something?” she asked.

“Nothing I can’t take care
of later.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Pepper. I’m sure.”
He smiled. “You’re running out of time, you know. I need my beauty
sleep.”

“Con.” She rolled her
eyes. “If I have your suitcases, what are you going to
use?”

“We brought several extras
with us to pack the gifts in. There are plenty to go
around.”

“But they’re
Gucci.”

“So?”

“They’re
expensive.”

“Pepper.” Connall cupped
her face and frowned. “Go get changed. We are not arguing about
this.”

“I’m sure I can find some
cheap bags at Walmart. I’ll go tomorrow.”

Connall let out a groan of frustration.
“Fine, love. We’ll go to the mart tomorrow. In the meantime, would
you please transfer your things into the bags I left you? I’d like
to dump yours in the rubbish.”

She pulled her face away from his hands. “If
I do that, it will cut into my changing time.”

“I didn’t mean right
this—”

She grinned and he shook his head.

“You cheeky little…” He
didn’t finish. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her waist,
picked her up, and dropped her onto his bed.

“What are you doing?” she
asked as he straddled her hips and held his hands over her stomach.
He grinned. “Con?”

Without warning, he tickled her.

“Connall!” she
gasped.

He tickled her again.

“What are you doing?” she
asked between laughing fits.

“Are you going to argue
with me about everything?” he asked.

“Connall…” She tried to
wriggle away, but he followed.

“Pepper,” he mimicked.
“Answer the question.”

“No.”

He leaned over her. “No, you’re not going to
argue with me, or no, you’re not going to answer the question?”

She bit her lip and shrugged, laying her
hands on his knees. “I’m not going to answer the question.”

She waited until he tried to strike again,
but when he did, she was too quick for him and managed to sit up
and grab his waist, turning the tables on him. She knew he was
beyond shocked because he lost his balance and she ended up on top
of him, digging her fingertips into his sides and eliciting a howl
of laughter from him.

“How the hell did you do
that?”

“Honestly?” Pepper
giggled. “I have no idea.”

She wasn’t there for long. Connall pulled
her on top of his chest and rolled her under him. He kissed her
well past the point of common sense. Pepper slipped her hands under
his shirt and stroked his back. He swore and rolled away from her,
digging his fingers into his head.

Pepper groaned in protest. “Why did you
stop?”

“Because I
had to.” He sat up.
“You’re killing me, sweetheart.”

She sat up too and wrapped her arms around
his waist. “I’m sorry.”

“Sure you are.” He laughed
and kissed the crown of her head. “Go change. It’s going to be hard
enough to sleep with you all night and keep my hands off
you.”

Pepper reluctantly left him, but returned
quickly.

* * *

The next day, Connall watched Pepper as she
sat in the Moore’s living room and stared out the window. Mario was
going to have to have surgery to fix his leg, which weighed heavily
on her. For the most part, she was able to give the appearance that
although she might be going through something difficult, she had it
under control. However, her panic and heartache screamed at him and
had they been alone, he would have taken her in his arms and held
her in an effort to ease her worries. For now, he’d have to settle
with holding her hand or some other subtle touch.

They were leaving in two days and Connall
wasn’t sure that was enough time to do what he needed to. Pepper
still insisted on purchasing her own luggage from this place called
Walmart, and as much as he had tried to distract her from that
plan, she wouldn’t let it drop.

Before he could make his way to her side, he
heard Dalton ask, “Whiskey?” He turned to find Dalton holding out a
glass. He took it and smiled. “Thank you.”

“What do you think of our
little town?” Dalton asked.

Connall couldn’t stop looking at Pepper. “I
think it’s magnificent.”

Dalton followed his gaze and a frown
flickered over his face. “Yeah. She is. Be careful with her.”

Connall bristled. “Pardon?”

“I’m man enough to admit
when I’ve lost, but you hurt her and I’ll hunt you
down.”

Connall gave him a curt nod and set the full
glass on the side table. He had no problem with Dalton being
protective, as long as he kept his relationship with Pepper
platonic. His phone buzzed and he checked the text. “Excuse me. I
have a meeting.”

He made his way to Pepper and she smiled up
at him. “Hi.”

He squatted beside the sofa. “I have to
leave for a bit.”

“Everything okay?” she
asked. “Is Mario okay?”

“Mario’s fine, love. I
just have an errand to run.”

“Do you want some
company?” she asked.

“Typically, I’d love some,
however, I need to take care of this alone.”

“Oh, okay.”

He smiled. “I’ll be back before dinner and
you and I will spend some time together.”

She cocked her head. “And if that’s not
convenient for me?”

“I’ll steal you away to my
castle and lock you in my tower.”

“Promises,
promises.”

“Stay close to my
brothers,” he ordered.

She gave him a salute. “Yes sir.”

He grinned and kissed her quickly and then
he slipped out the front door and into the waiting car. His phone
buzzed again. “Hi, Kade.”

“Hey, you
okay?”

“Yeah. Just have an
errand. I’ll be back before dinner. Are we meeting at the
hotel?”

“Aye,” Kade said. “Six.
Don’t be late.”

Connall chuckled. “Tell my new sister-in-law
that I will be there at five-fifty-five and then give her a kiss
from me.”

Kade laughed. “Did you hear that?”

“I heard it,” Sam said in
the background. “He’s lucky he’s cute.”

“Sam,” Kade
admonished.

Connall didn’t hear her response, but he
guessed it had something to do with Kade objecting to her thinking
him cute.

“Gotta go, Kade.” He hung
up and entered the address into the GPS.

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

LESS THAN FIFTEEN minutes later, Connall
pulled through the large gates of Whispering Willows and drove up
to a quintessential red-and-white American barn. A woman in her
fifties, dressed neatly, but not extravagantly, stood with a girl
in her teens who was dressed to the nines in show attire, ready to
showcase a few of the horses Connall had come to “look at.”

Connall slid out of the car and headed
toward the welcoming party. “Ladies. I’m Connall Gunnach.”

“Oh, Dr. Gunnach,” the
older woman gushed. “Your reputation needs no introduction. I’m
Maggie Fontaine, and this is Britney. She’s one of our best riders
and she’s agreed to help today.”

“I appreciate your time,
lass.”

“It’s my pleasure,”
Britney said breathlessly in her thick southern accent.

“I have three horses ready
for Britney to show you,” Maggie said. “Shall we?”

Connall waved his hand. “After you.”

He followed the ladies to the covered arena,
passing several stalls as they made their way through the barn. He
did a quick scan of the names on the outside of the stalls, finding
what he was looking for, third stall in.

Jonesy.

A piece of paper underneath Jonesy’s
nameplate seemed to glare at Connall. He leaned forward to get a
better look. Predictable. His new name was Magnifico.

“We’ve ordered a new
nameplate for him,” Britney said. “Jonesy was just so, I don’t
know, trashy.”

Connall tried not to snort in derision.
Despite his wealth, he detested spoiled little rich girls almost as
much as spoiled big rich girls. “Oh, I don’t know. I quite like
Jonesy.”

Jonesy started to crib bite and Connall
frowned. “Why are there no guards on the stall?”

Britney rushed to the stall and smacked the
horse on its muzzle. “Magnifico. Stop that.” She giggled nervously.
“He just started doing that yesterday. I asked the Mex—I mean, our
Hispanic worker, to install the metal, but he hasn’t gotten around
to it.”

“You realize it could be
an indication of a larger issue?” Connall asked.

“I’m sure he’s fine,”
Britney said.

Maggie nodded. “Britney’s father just
purchased the horse a month ago and the girl who sold him took
great care with him.”

“Have you had him checked
by a vet?” Connall asked.

Britney frowned and shook her head.

He smiled. “Well, I’d be happy to have a
look at him before I leave, if you’d like.”

“Oh, yes, please,” Britney
said.

Connall dug in his pocket and pulled out a
peppermint, holding his palm out for Jonesy. The horse lapped it up
and threw his head up and down as he ate it. Connall couldn’t help
but smile. Pepper had described her pet perfectly. He ran a hand
over Jonesy’s neck and whispered to him, calming him instantly.
“Right, ladies. Shall we?”

“This way,” Maggie
said.

They arrived at the arena to find a small
audience. A tall man, with salt-and-pepper hair and wearing
something much more conducive to sailing than riding, approached
with a much younger woman. Connall instantly felt leery of him and
made a mental note to watch him closely.

The woman was aflutter with either
nervousness or something akin to a seizure as she reached out to
shake Connall’s hand. The amount of jewels adorning her hands,
ears, and neck rivaled the queen. She wore a cream jacket with
matching cream slacks and shoes that really belonged in a ballroom
rather than a barn, and her hair was teased so high, it added
another four inches to her height.

“Well, hi there,” she
drawled. “My name is Mercedes. I’m Britney’s mama, and this is my
husband, Beau.”

Connall smiled politely and shook their
hands. “Connall Gunnach.”

“I understand you’re
lookin’ for some horses,” Beau said.

“Yes. I’m extending my
business to the States and rather than export, I’d rather build my
stables in-house, so to speak,” Connall lied.

Mercedes sighed loudly. “Oh, my. That
accent. It’s just divine. Isn’t it divine, Beau?”

Her husband ignored her and pointed toward
the three horses tacked up outside the arena. “Which one would you
like my daughter to show you first?”

“First, I’d like you to
put the mare in the middle back in her stall.”

“But she’s a champion.
Worth over a hundred grand,” Beau argued.

Connall faced the man. “I take it you own
her?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you’ve done a
piss-poor job of taking care of her feet, and if I had the time and
energy, I’d fix her and beat you with the horseshoe currently
hanging halfway off her hoof.”

Mercedes gasped and waved her hand in front
of her face. “Oh, my.”

Beau’s eyes shot to the horse and he
reddened. “Those damn Mexican idiots! Maggie, I want them
fired.”

Maggie coughed, obviously trying to hide her
pleasure at Beau’s discomfort. “Since Rio’s recovering, I’ll have a
talk with José. I apologize.”

“What you should do, is
fire the lot of them and hire Americans—”

“Miss Fontaine.” Connall
interrupted Beau’s tirade. “I’d appreciate some information on the
other two, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.”

Connall followed her to the small pack, but
before she could say anything, he approached the mare and slid his
hand over her neck. “Hello, lassie. How’s the good girl today, hm?
I’m just going to make you a wee bit more comfortable. All
right?”

The horse nuzzled his shoulder and Connall
lifted her back hoof and pulled off the ill-fitting shoe. He
straightened and the horse lowered her foot, letting out a grunt of
relief.

“Do you have a farrier
onsite?” he asked Maggie.

She nodded, her cheeks pinkening. “We do.
But Mr. Anders refuses to use him, choosing his ‘economical’ route
instead.”

“Will you please have him
take care of the mare? Send me the bill.”

“I will. Thank you, Dr.
Gunnach.”

He smiled and then went about looking at the
other horses. Both looked sound, so he nodded for Britney to show
him the chestnut gelding. She led it into the arena and put him
through several paces. Connall took the opportunity to find out
whose side Maggie Fontaine was on. “The horse…ah…Magnifico, is
it?”

“Worst name ever! His name
is Jonesy,” she snapped, although her voice was quiet.
“Sorry.”

“No need.” Connall smiled
and pretended to be watching Britney. “What was his previous owner
like?”

“Pepper? Oh, she’s an
absolute doll!” Maggie exclaimed. “She was with Jonesy’s mama when
he was born and stayed with him night and day, even though we
thought for sure he was a goner.”

“What do you
mean?”

“The mare died mid-birth,
and we weren’t sure we’d be able to save the foal. The vet was
stuck on the entry road—there’d been a nasty accident and he
couldn’t get to us—but Pepper was determined. The vet talked her
through how to get the foal out and she did it beautifully. She
sang and cooed and coaxed that baby up on his feet and the two have
been inseparable ever since. The mare was mine. She was a good
horse…” Maggie wiped her eyes and shook her head. “Anyway, Jonesy
formed an attachment with Pepper and I just couldn’t separate them.
I let her work to pay for him and she did. Even worked an extra
year for free.”

“Why did she sell
him?”

“I have no idea. It’s real
strange, to be honest. Especially who she sold him to. Britney’s
not the sharpest tool in the shed. She’s a good rider and she’s
nicer to horses than to people…not that that’s saying
much…particularly when it comes to women. But, she’s also spoiled
and when a horse doesn’t do what she wants it to do, she makes
daddy buy her another one. She’s been coveting Jonesy for years.”
Maggie chuckled. “I think Beau’s ready to get rid of him,
though.”

“Oh? Why?”

“Jonesy’s depressed. He
misses Pepper, you know? He won’t do anything. Just mopes.
Britney’s convinced she’s good enough to get him to do what Pepper
did, but what she doesn’t understand is that she will never have
the bond with him Pepper did.”

“Has Pepper come to
visit?”

Maggie shook her head. “No. She won’t. I
think it would be too hard.”

“What’s Pepper like?” he
asked.

“She’s a real good girl.
Miracle, really.”

“How so?”

“Her mama’s a mess. She
drinks and has a new man every week. Pepper’s had a few bruises
that she said were from doors and such, but I think they were from
her mama’s boyfriends. Things got better for her when she was
living with her friend. But then Sam moved and Pepper went back
with her mom. Then, about two months ago, Pepper started to change.
She got real jumpy and quiet. We started finding notes taped to
Jonesy’s stall, and I assumed they were from a secret admirer, but
she didn’t seem happy to receive them. Then a month ago, she just
up and sold him to Brit. She hasn’t been back since.”

Connall tried not to show his anger. He
appreciated the woman’s candor, but it also meant there was even
more of an urgency to protect Pepper.

He focused back on Britney and waved her
over. “Thanks, lass. I’ll see the other one, please.”

“Sure, Mr. Gunnach,” she
said, and dismounted.

“Dr. Gunnach, Britney,”
Maggie corrected.

“Oh, sorry.”

He gave her a smile and then turned to
Maggie. “I like this one. I’ll do a more thorough check, but he
looks good.”

“He is. This one’s nice
too. But he might be better suited to your children’s
charity.”

Connall cocked his head. “You’ve done your
homework.”

Maggie smiled. “I won’t sell to just anyone,
Dr. Gunnach.”

He liked her more and more. “I want
Jonesy.”

“I figured.” Maggie
chuckled. “I take it you’ve met Pepper.”

“Why do you say
that?”

“Because, Dr. Gunnach, I
prayed she’d find a champion. That girl needs a win. I’ll help you.
We just gotta come up with a strategy, ’cause Beau Anders is no
dummy and he’ll see right through anything that won’t benefit
him.”

“I’d appreciate any help
you’re willing to give.”

Maggie grinned. “In that case, I have a
couple other horses to show you.”

Connall laughed. “Lead the way.”

As they headed back to the barn, his phone
rang and Ali’s number came up on the screen. “Excuse me, Maggie. I
need to take this.” He answered the call. “Hey.”

“I’ve got a name for
you.”

“Okay.”

“Beau Anders.”

“Shite!” Connall snapped.
“He’s the one harassing her?”

“Aye.”

He hung up without another word and glared
at Maggie. “Where’s Beau Anders?”

“I’d imagine he’s getting
ready to head out of here. He doesn’t typically stay long,” she
said nervously.

Connall handed her his phone. “Call Dalton
Moore and tell him we found Pepper’s stalker.” He heard her gasp as
he jogged back to the arena.

He saw Beau walking toward the parking lot.
“Hey, Beau. Wait up, will you?”

Beau turned and waited.

As soon as Connall caught up to him, he
grabbed Beau’s shirt and fisted it in his hands. “You bloody
bastard!” Connall hissed.

“What the hell?” The man
shoved Connall, but couldn’t break his hold.

“You piece of
shite!”

“Screw you. It’s a damn
horse.”

“I’m not talking about the
horse, ya dobber. You come near her again, and I’ll kill
you.”

“Who?”

“Pepper.”

“Pepper? She’s nothin’
more than trailer trash,” Beau spouted as he continued to try to
break free.

Connall’s Cauld Ane abilities were far more
powerful than Beau’s human strength. He grabbed the older man’s
neck and lifted him off the ground. “You ever call her that again,
and you’ll find yourself so bloody messed up, your wife won’t
recognize you. You’re going to sign Pepper’s horse back over to her
and you’re never to call her again. If so much as one of her
acquaintances receives a hangnail because of you, I will hunt you
down and finish this. Understand?”

Beau struggled to get air as his wife
screamed behind them. Connall released him and he fell in a heap to
the ground. “Get me a lead,” he snapped at anyone who would obey
him.

A young Hispanic boy handed him one from the
horse he was leading. Connall flipped Beau onto his stomach and
tied his hands behind his back.

“I don’t know what the
hell you’re talking about!” Beau bellowed. “You’ll pay for
this!”

“We’ll see, you bastard.”
Connall pulled him back to his feet. “You’re lucky there are
witnesses and the authorities are on their way. If we were alone,
no one would find you.”

Con? What’s wrong?
Pepper asked.

We found him, love.

You found who?

Your stalker.

Her gasp sounded in his
mind. Who is it?

I’ll tell you when I get back to the
hotel.

Hurry.

Connall waited until Dalton arrived with the
local sheriff. Before they hauled Beau away, he made him sign
Jonesy back to Pepper.

* * *

Connall entered the hotel and a blur of
blonde flew into his arms. He pulled her close and breathed in her
sweet peach scent. “Hey. We got him. He’s off to jail. He can’t
hurt you anymore.”

“Who is it?”

He stroked her cheek. “Beau Anders.”

“Britney’s
dad?”

He nodded.

“I don’t understand.
Why?”

“We’ll know more when
Dalton’s done with him, but I got the impression that all of this
started when you refused to sell Jonesy to Britney. He planned to
scare you into selling, but he thought he’d take it a little
further.”

She sagged against him. “How did you find
out about him?”

“I sent a few of his notes
to Alasdair, and we also tracked your phone.”

She frowned. “You tracked my cell
phone?”

“Aye. And before you get
your knickers in a twist, if we hadn’t done that, we wouldn’t have
found the bastard.”

“Are you still tracking my
phone?”

He shook his head. “No, love. Now that
Beau’s out of the picture, the danger’s gone.”

“How did you find him?
Beau?”

“That I can’t tell
you.”

“Why not?” she asked in
suspicion.

“Because I’d rather show
you. Feel like going for a ride?”

“Do I have to see Mr.
Anders?”

“Och, no, love.” He
frowned. “Never.”

“Okay. Then, yes, I’ll go
for a ride.”

He led her out to his rental car and they
climbed in and took off toward the stables.

“Are we going to the
beach?” she asked.

He shook his head.

As they approached the driveway of
Whispering Willows, Pepper grabbed his arm and shook her head. “You
didn’t say we were coming here. I can’t, Connall. Please don’t make
me. I can’t see him.”

Connall laid his hand over hers. “Trust me,
sweetheart.”

Tears leaked down her
cheeks and she wiped angrily at them. “I cannot see him! It’s unfair of you
to shove him in my face. He’s not mine anymore!”

He pulled the car up to the area between the
barn and the arena and set the brake. “Open the glove box.”

“Why?” she asked in
suspicion.

“Open it.”

She did as he asked. “And?”

“There’s a yellow piece of
paper on top of the manual. Grab that.”

She pulled out the slip of paper. “What’s
this?”

“Pepper,” he groaned.
“Read it.”

She scanned the page and let out a loud
snort. “You didn’t.”

“I didn’t have a choice,
sweetheart.”

“But I never banked the
check.”

“What’s that got to do
with the price of fish?”

She shoved the paper back in the glove box.
“I never banked the Anders’ check. It was blood money. I can’t pay
you back.”

Connall gently gripped her chin. “Pepper.
Listen carefully. Jonesy is your horse. You don’t have to pay
me—”

“I always pay my own way,
Con,” she interrupted. “And before you start in on another lecture,
this time it’s not about control, it’s about what’s
right.”

He shook his head and forced a smile. “You
don’t have to pay me back, because Anders signed him over without
exchange of money.”

“What?”

“Hold that thought.”
Climbing out of the car, he made his way to Pepper’s door and
opened it, holding his hand out to her. “Come on.”

“But…”

“Pepper. You can bank the
check or rip it up…it won’t matter. The horse and the money are
yours.”

“Well, I’m not taking his
money now that he’s given me my horse back. I’ll rip up the
check.”

“I don’t give a damn what
you do with the money, Pepper. But the horse is yours.”

She took his hand and slid from the car. “I
don’t know what to say.”

“How about you say hello
to your horse?” He nodded toward the arena. “He’s waiting for
you.”

“Really?”

“Aye.”

With a cry of joy, she made a mad dash for
the ring and Connall followed. A whinny trumpeted and Connall
smiled as he reached the arena. Pepper had jumped the railing and
stood with her hand out, waiting as Jonesy made a run for her. She
laughed with tears streaming down her face as the horse threw his
head up and down and nudged her as if to chastise her for leaving
him.

Connall stood at the railing for a few
precious minutes, giving her time with her pet and relishing the
unhindered joy on her face.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

CONNALL LET HIMSELF inside the arena through
the gate, grinning as a small crowd gathered. Maggie let out a
shrill whistle when Pepper vaulted onto Jonesy’s back and guided
him around the arena. No tack required. He did everything she
demanded.

She leaned over his neck and stroked his
coat. Jonesy stood still and turned his head toward her in an
effort to get closer. Connall approached, holding a peppermint in
his hand. “I think he’s looking for this.”

Jonesy took the treat and Pepper slipped
from his back, sliding her arms around Connall’s waist. “I don’t
know how you did it, but I don’t think ‘thank you’ is enough to
express how grateful I really am.”

He kissed her temple. “Your joy is enough,
love.”

He held her for a few precious seconds
before she looked up at him. “I think I should cancel MGA.”

“Oh? How come?” he
asked.

“I can’t leave Jonesy now
that I have him back. I’ll just eat the cost of tuition. I’m sure I
can find another job.”

“You mean to stay
here?”

She nodded. “What other choice do I
have?”

Connall leaned back. “You don’t actually
think now that I’ve found you, there’d be any chance in hell I’d
let you go, did you?”

“It’s not letting me go,
Con.” She smiled. “I’ll definitely visit. But I can’t leave Jonesy
for another minute. I don’t think I could survive it.”

Connall shook his head. “I’ve made other
arrangements.”

She stepped away from him, closer to her
horse. “Like?”

“He’ll come home with
us.”

“What?” She leaned against
Jonesy’s shoulder and frowned. “How?”

“Max is finalizing the
plans at the moment. He’ll have the flight plan and information no
later than tomorrow.”

“Were you going to
ask me if that was
what I wanted?”

“This solves everything,
Pepper.”

She crossed her arms. “And what about
Jonesy? Hmm? He’s been traumatized over the past month. You expect
him to get into a stall on an airplane? Are you high? He’ll freak!
He doesn’t even like the trailer.” She fisted her hands at her
side. “I knew you were too freakin’ good to be true! I’m such an
idiot. All men are the same. You have to lord over us like we don’t
have the ability to think for ourselves. Well, thank you but no
thank you. I’ll pay you for Jonesy, whatever you want. I’ll figure
it out. But I am perfectly fine without a man to take care of
me.”

Connall stood speechless and tried not to
laugh. Her cheeks were pink and as she got further into her
rampage, she took on a southern accent that grew heavier by the
second. She was stunning. The quiet, frightened young woman he’d
met three days ago was nowhere to be seen, and he couldn’t have
been happier. His mate was a force to be reckoned with, and his
heart soared.

“Connall? Helloooo,” she
ground out. The irritated snap of her fingers brought him back to
the present.

He raised an eyebrow, forcing himself not to
smile. “Let me be sure I’m hearing you correctly.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“You believe that I force
you not to think, making you feel reduced to a blithering idiot,
while my disregard for Jonesy’s difficulties of late has made you
believe that I’m an uncaring overlord looking for any weakness you
might reveal so that I might exploit it. Is that about
right?”

“Um, well.” She bit her
lip. “I think that might be a little harsher than what I actually
said…” She trailed off, her face red and her eyes unable to stay
fixed on his.

“Pepper.” He grinned.
“Look at me, please.”

Her eyes flew to his and he again had to
force himself not to grin like a loon.

“I’m so sorry,” she said.
“You’ve done so much for me and I don’t want to seem ungrateful. I
really will pay you back.”

He leaned down and covered her lips with
his, cradling her head as he pulled her closer. She sighed and
sagged against him. He would have continued, but Jonesy pushed at
Pepper, forcing Connall to pull her away in order to keep her
upright.

Pepper squeezed her eyes shut and groaned.
“You’re not making this easy.”

“I have no intention of
making anything that ends in us being apart easy.” He narrowed his
eyes. “Now, will you let me finish?”

“Do I have a
choice?”

“Not this time,” he
said.

She waved her hand. “Dictate away, overlord
of mine.”

“If you agree, this is my proposal…”

She snorted, but pressed her lips into a
thin line at his look of warning.

“My stable is an
internationally authorized quarantine facility, and I have
relationships all over the world with other similar facilities.
I’ve spoken with Maggie about partnering with her to bring her
facility up to code, and we’re also discussing a more in-depth
business relationship. She has a deep understanding and love of
horses, and with Mario as her trainer, this could be very lucrative
for her.”

“How long will it take to
bring Whispering Willows up to code?”

“Several months.” He
raised a hand when she opened her mouth. “But before you try to
tell me that waiting for Jonesy to go through quarantine is exactly
why you can’t go with me to Scotland…I have another
solution.”

She stuck her tongue out
at him and he was so surprised, he laughed…and then he had to kiss
her again…it was a necessity. When he broke the kiss he shook his
head. “Ég sé að líf okkar saman verður
eingöngu tær gleði.”

She narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Which
means?”

“I can see our lives
together will be nothing but pure joy.”

“I’ll ignore the hint of
sarcasm in that comment.” She gave him a reluctant grin. “Please
continue.”

“Max is organizing my
plane to pick Jonesy up—along with you and me.”

“You have your own plane?”
she said in dismay.

“I buy and sell horses all
over the world. I’ve found it’s much more cost effective to own my
own planes than to hire one every time I have to fulfill a
sale.”

“You own more than
one?”

“Pepper. Focus,” he
demanded.

“Sorry,” she
muttered.

“I have, in the past, been
given permission to bring a horse into the U.K. without it first
being quarantined at an approved facility. It’s not a given,
however. Max is working with DEFRA to get Jonesy to Gunnach Stables
as soon as possible.”

“What’s DEFRA?”

“The Department for
Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs. They handle animal imports
into the U.K. Jonesy can go through quarantine there.” He pulled
another treat out of his pocket and held his hand out for Jonesy,
who lapped it up. “But all of this is only if it’s something you
want to do.”

She rubbed her forehead. “I was not prepared
for you, Connall Gunnach. I swear to Buddha, you have turned my
life upside down.”

“Is that a yes,
then?”

“I need to think about
it.” She took a deep breath. “Is that okay?”

“Of course it is.” He
reached for her hand but she avoided him. “Hey, there’s no
pressure.”

She nodded, but he didn’t like her panicked
expression.

“Pepper!”

They turned to see Samantha waving from the
fence. Kade stood beside her and gave Connall an apologetic smile.
Connall figured as soon as Samantha found out Jonesy was back where
he belonged, that she’d wanted to share in the joy with her best
friend. Sam let herself inside the arena and started toward
them.

“Can I have a few minutes
with Sam?” Pepper asked.

“Of course,” Connall said.
“You okay?”

She smiled. “Yes.”

He wasn’t convinced, but he left her and
made his way to Kade.

* * *

Sam clapped her hands and hugged Pepper and
then patted Jonesy’s neck. “Connall got him back! I’m so happy for
you.”

Pepper nodded, but her emotions were in
turmoil.

“What’s wrong?” Sam
asked.

“Con wants to take Jonesy
to Scotland.”

“Without you?”

Pepper rolled her eyes.
“No.”

“Okay,” Sam said slowly.
“And?”

Pepper laid out Connall’s plan and Sam
raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see the problem.”

“Sam,” Pepper hissed. “If
he does this, I will have no way out.”

Sam shook her head in confusion. “What are
you talking about?”

Pepper let out a frustrated groan. “He just
took care of my stalker, rescued my horse, and now wants to whisk
us both to Scotland where we’ll what? Spend our lives together in
bliss for the rest of our days?”

“Sounds good so
far—”

“What happens when it all goes down the crapper and he hates me?
I’ll be stuck in Scotland with him holding all this over my head?
I’ll lose him and my horse and still feel like I’m beholden to him. I already
owe him too much as it is.”

“What makes you think,
one, he’ll hate you and, two, he’ll hold anything over your head?”

“What makes you think
he won’t?”

“Because I know
him.”

Pepper glared at her. “Well, bully for you,
sunshine. I don’t.”

“Yes you do.”

“It’s been less than a
week, Sam. No. I. Don’t.”

Sam stared at her and then laughed.

“What?” Pepper
snapped.

“Lightning wrapped in a
rainbow.”

“Not even close! Roses
with razor blades as thorns.”

“Oh my,” Sam exclaimed
sarcastically. “You are
in a bad way.”

Pepper sighed. “I have some money left over
after the MGA tuition, but could I borrow a little from you?”

“What for?”

“I need to pay him
back.”

“No you don’t.”

“Yes, I do,” Pepper
argued. “I shouldn’t have let him do this for me to begin
with.”

“What about
Scotland?”

“I can’t, Sam. I’ll just
stay here. It’ll be better for everyone.”

Sam crossed her arms. “Not for me.”

Pepper forced herself not to fold. “You have
Kade now. I fully intend to visit. I just don’t think it would be a
good idea for me to put all my eggs in one basket, so to
speak.”

“Which is ridiculous. I
may have Kade, but I still need you. Who can I complain about Kade
to?”

Pepper smiled. “You can call me.”

“Pepper, come on. We had
it all planned out. I really want to explore Scotland with you. The
fact that you and Connall are a couple just makes it even
sweeter.”

“If I don’t end it now,
Sam, I won’t have the strength to do it later. It’s better to rip
the Band-aid off now.”

“Pepper…” Samantha
stalled, looking as though she was going to say more, but then she
shrugged. “Fine.”

“Really?”

“Yep. I don’t want to
force you, Pepper. You’re my best friend. I want you to be
happy.”

Pepper cocked her head. “What are you doing,
Sam?”

“I’m sorry?”

Pepper glanced over to where Kade and
Connall were standing. Connall’s back was to her and Kade seemed
relaxed and unbothered.

What are you saying to
Sam? Pepper asked Connall.

He turned to face her and
shrugged. Sam’s all the way over there,
love. What could I possibly be saying to her that you wouldn’t be
able to hear?

“Is he talking to you?”
Pepper asked Sam.

“Who?” Sam
asked.

“Connall,” she
snapped.

“In my mind?”

“Yes, in your
mind!”

Sam shook her head. “Only Kade can,
Pepper.”

“Well, then what’s Kade
saying?”

Sam stared at her husband. “Um, kind of
private, Pepper…and a little on the dirty side.”

“About me!”

“Why would
my husband be saying
dirty things about you?”

Pepper stomped her foot, causing Jonesy to
sidestep.

“Careful,” Sam warned,
stifling a giggle. “You’re upsetting your horse.”

Pepper threw her arms in the air and stomped
toward the exit. Jonesy followed like a puppy.

“Hey, Pep,” Sam called and
caught up with her. “You want to ride?”

Pepper turned, walking backwards, with a
scowl on her face. “Hey, Einstein, I have nothing with me.”

“I brought you boots and a
helmet.”

Connall pushed away from the fence. “And
Maggie has Jonesy’s tack.”

Pepper turned toward Connall. “I told her to
sell it.”

He shrugged. “She didn’t listen.”

Pepper tried not to smile. Truly she did,
but her heart was reluctantly softening and she couldn’t stop it.
“I hate both of you. I really do.”

Sam caught up to her and wrapped her arm
around her shoulders. “I’m picking up on that. Come on. Connall
bought three other horses today and has promised me a ride. I say
we go on an old-fashioned trail ride.”

“You’re on your
honeymoon,” Pepper countered.

Sam glanced at Kade and then smiled back at
Pepper. “Yep. And right now, I’d like to go on a trail ride with my
best friend. Maybe to the beach?”

“Twist my arm.”

“Yay,” Sam said, and
clapped. “I’ll get our stuff. Be right back.”

She and Kade made their way to the car and
Pepper was left with Connall. She was less upset, but she still
felt like she had to stick with her decision.

“Max texted while you were
talking with Sam,” Connall said.

“Oh?”

“We have the okay to bring
Jonesy in anytime we want to. The plane can be here day after
tomorrow and we can all travel together.”

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.”

“I can’t pay the price,
Con.” She didn’t just mean financially.

“Pepper, the price has
already been paid. You don’t owe anyone anything. How can I prove
that?”

“What happens when you
feel you’ve paid too much?”

He pinched the bridge of
his nose. “What are you talking about?”

She shook her head. This was harder than she
could have ever imagined. “If I move myself and Jonesy over to
Scotland, what happens when you…” She swallowed. “…um, decide I’m
not who you want?”

“I thought Sam talked you
out of that.”

Pepper gasped. “Can you hear Sam in your
mind?”

“No, but I
can hear you. Kade
filled me in on what Sam was saying.”

“I knew it! I knew you
were eavesdropping.”

He shrugged. “If you’re going to insist on
shutting me out, I’m going to fight all that much harder to get
in.”

She held her hands up in defeat. “Fine. But
it doesn’t change the fact that you’re asking me to risk everything
after just a few days. I don’t have the resources you do. If it
doesn’t work out, I won’t be able to bounce back.”

“Then I’ll stay
here.”

“What?” she
squeaked.

“If you don’t feel
comfortable coming with me, I’ll move here.” He leaned against the
railing. “Jonesy can stay where he feels content and you can have
the time you need.”

“Time?”

“You obviously need time
to elapse in order for you to believe it’s going to
work.”

“That’s
not a bad
thing!”

“Sweetheart, I’m not
saying it is.” He squeezed her hand. “Stop trying to find something
nefarious in everything I say.”

Pepper narrowed her eyes. “Stop trying to
psychoanalyze me.”

“I don’t need to
psychoanalyze you, love. I know you better than you know
yourself.”

“I know you better than
you know yourself,” she mimicked in a sing-song voice.

He smiled. “I’ll give you whatever you need,
but I won’t live apart from you. That defeats the whole purpose of
being together.”

“What about your
horses?”

He shrugged. “Max can run the farm.”

“He’s going on
tour.”

“Niall, then.”

“Niall will be with him,
won’t he?”

“Then I’ll make Brodie do
it.”

“Connall, I cannot make you do
this.”

“Why not?”

“Because you have a life
in Scotland. You can’t give that up for me.”

“Why not?”

She blinked back tears. “Because.”

“Because why?”

“Because I’m not worth
it!” she snapped.

“And therein lies the
problem, eh?” He smiled gently and stroked her cheeks with his
thumbs, wiping her tears away. “Somewhere you got the idea in your
head that you’re not worth it. You’re convinced I’m going to figure
out who you really are and run, right? Which leaves you stuck in
Scotland with no way home and your horse held for
ransom…unless…”

“Unless what?”

“Well, you could accept my
offer, and then you’d be in the very precarious position of needing
to be perfect, right?”

She dropped her head.

He lifted her chin. “So,
in your mind, you have three choices. One, you come with me and act
the perfect angel, catering to me, never arguing with me,
really showing me
how grateful you are because of everything I’ve done for you. Two,
you come with me, act yourself, and I’ll figure out I’ve made a
really bad investment and send you packing, but I’ll keep your
horse, because at the very least, you owe me that because of
everything I’ve done for you. Or three, you stay here, because you
know this life and can function within it, even if it’s less than
what you deserve.” He raised an eyebrow. “Am I close?”

She shrugged.

“You’ve forgotten the
other option,” he said.

She sighed. “What?”

“You could come to
Scotland, bring your horse and go to MGA, vet school, train for the
Olympics, or all three if your heart so desires. You will never owe
me anything and can walk away at any time. You can set up an escape
plan with Samantha. I don’t need to know anything about it if that
helps. I will put this in writing, etch it into stone, or put it on
a billboard, if that makes you feel comfortable. The bottom line
is, I cannot live without you. I know you don’t know what that
means right now, but you will, and then you’ll hopefully understand
the depth of what I feel for you.” He cupped her cheeks. “I love
you. Every part of you, especially the part that argues and fights
and falls on the dramatic side. When I prayed for you, I could have
never imagined I would have been given everything I asked for and
more.”

Pepper snorted. “It’s the ‘more’ you may
give back.”

“Never.” Connall chuckled.
“I want it all.”

She closed her eyes, laid
her hand on his chest, and “listened.” But it was when he kissed
her that she was truly lost. She broke the kiss and leaned against
him. “You’re killing me.”

He hugged her. “Oh, baby, we’re going down
together.”

“I don’t want to
disappoint you.”

“You probably will. Just
like I’m sure to disappoint you. But I’m not going anywhere.” He
kissed her temple. “And neither are you…except for a trail
ride.”

She smiled up at him. “None of this makes
you a genius.”

“Yes it does.”

“Will I ever win an
argument?”

“Not with a
genius!”

She giggled. “You’re impossible.”

He leaned down and kissed her again. “I
haven’t been on a horse in almost a week. I’m dying for a
ride.”

She grinned. “Me too. Are you sure? I’m
giving you one last chance to save yourself.”

“Having you
is saving
myself.”

With one last kiss, Pepper followed Connall
back to the barn, where they tacked up the horses and took off for
their adventure.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

TWO DAYS LATER, Pepper stood in Jonesy’s
stall and ran a brush over his withers. “It’s a big day today, boy.
We’re going to get on a plane and fly across the ocean, all the way
to Scotland. I don’t know much about it, other than they have a
sexy accent.” She dropped her head onto his back and giggled. “I
suppose that doesn’t really matter to you, though, huh?”

Jonesy let out a quiet whinny and nodded his
head up and down.

“I knew you’d understand,”
she retorted.

He’s going to be fine, love.

What about me?

“You will be as well,”
Connall said as he poked his head over the stall door. “Are you
ready? The trailer’s hitched up.”

She nodded and attached Jonesy’s lead to his
halter. Connall opened the stall and Pepper led her horse out of
the barn and toward the trailer on loan from Maggie. When Jonesy
figured out where he was going, he began to fight against the lead
and Pepper was having a difficult time calming him. Her anxiety
probably wasn’t helping things either.

Connall reached out and grasped the halter.
“Let me do this, love. You can wait for him at the other end.”

“Okay.” Pepper climbed
into the trailer and watched nervously as Connall stood with
Jonesy, speaking low and quiet. She bit her lip, concerned Jonesy
would freak, but then Connall guided him into the trailer without
incident and Pepper was a little shocked at how calm he
was.

Max closed and secured the back doors and
Connall tied Jonesy’s lead off.

“How did you do that?” she
asked.

Connall patted Jonesy’s neck. “I simply
explained to him how this was going to go and what would happen if
he didn’t cooperate.”

Pepper chuckled. “I do that all the time…he
just doesn’t usually listen.”

Connall smiled. “Do you feel comfortable
enough to leave the trailer?”

“Is that a loaded
question?”

“He’ll be
fine.”

Pepper gave Jonesy a peppermint and kissed
his cheek and then let herself out the side door and waited while
Connall made sure everything was secure. Maggie was driving the
pickup, while Max rode shotgun and Pepper and Connall would follow
behind in the rental.

“Ready?” Max
asked.

Connall slapped his palm against the trailer
and nodded.

“Maybe I should check him
one more time,” Pepper countered.

“He’ll be fine, Pepper.”
Connall waved to Max. “We’ll see you there, Max.”

Max nodded and climbed into the truck.

Connall wrapped an arm around Pepper’s waist
and guided…no, dragged…her to the car. Pepper bit the inside of her
cheek to keep from yelling for Maggie to stop the truck.

“The sooner you get in the
car, the sooner we can catch up,” Connall said.

“Right.” She glanced up at
him. “You have to let me go in order for me to get in the
car.”

He did with a laugh and she jumped into the
car and put her seatbelt on, waving for Connall to hurry.

“I’m coming, love.” He
slid into the car and started it, securing his seatbelt as he
pulled the door closed. “The plane won’t leave without us, you
know.”

Pepper snorted. “You’re a laugh a minute
today.”

Connall caught up to the truck and Pepper
felt her heartbeat start to regulate. He reached over and linked
his fingers with hers, which calmed her further.

She turned her head to watch him and smiled.
“Thank you for this.”

He glanced at her and then back at the road.
“For what?”

“Being patient with
me.”

“What reason would I have
to be impatient?”

“Oh, I don’t know. My
general mistrust and freak-outery over the last few days,” she
retorted.

Connall laughed. “Freak-outery?”

She grinned. “It’s a new word I’m trying
out.”

“I like it.”

“Anyway, you’ve been
amazing, and I appreciate it.”

He squeezed her hand. “I love you, Pepper.
I’m enjoying every minute. No patience required.”

She stared at his profile
for several minutes as they continued to follow the truck and
Pepper realized he was right, she did base every relationship on time.
But if she was being honest, she knew the moment she met Sam that
they’d be friends forever and they had been so far. She also knew
the moment she met Connall that there wasn’t anyone else for her.
He knew it too.

The question was whether or not she was
willing to put her feelings into words. Saying them out loud was
hard. It meant she was making a commitment and would look like a
fool if she was wrong.

Before she could dwell on this any further,
Connall released her hand and shifted gears in order to turn onto a
private road. Maggie pulled the trailer off to the right and Pepper
realized they were arriving at an airstrip not far from Savannah’s
International Airport. A large plane came into view and Pepper was
drawn to the immensity of the aircraft. “Gunnach Stables” was
painted on the side amidst blue and green tartan, and a container
with matching design was ready and waiting for Jonesy.

Connall pulled the car to a stop and set the
brake. “Ready, love?”

“I think so. What about
the bags?”

“The crew will get your
bags. You just have to focus on Jonesy.”

“Thanks.”

He smiled and slid from the car, jogging to
her side to open the door for her. “Do you want to load him, or
would you like me to?”

Pepper climbed out of the car and tented her
hand over her eyes in an effort to block out the sun. “Would you
mind? I’m a little nervous and I think he’ll pick up on it.”

“Not at all.” He took her
hand. “You can supervise.”

As they made their way to the trailer,
Connall threw his keys to a young man in an orange vest. Max opened
the side door of the trailer and then unlatched the back. “I’ll
open this when you’re in.”

“Aye,” Connall said and
climbed inside.

Pepper chose to stand with Max and watch as
Connall led Jonesy out of the trailer and over to the large
containers without any problems. Although Pepper was impressed with
the large square container, she was concerned there was a roof.

“Why is the top
closed?”

“We don’t want him to
rear. It’s open enough for us to lean inside if we need to, but
Jonesy won’t be able to poke his head out or hurt himself by
rearing.”

“Oh. Makes sense.” As
Connall guided the horse inside, Pepper wrinkled her nose. “I think
he likes Con more than me.”

Max chuckled. “I highly doubt that.”

Connall stepped back out and secured the
door and then made his way to Pepper so Jonesy could be lifted into
the plane.

It wasn’t long before all hell broke
loose.

As the container started to rise in the air,
Jonesy began to whinny. Pepper grabbed for Connall. “He’s going to
freak.”

“Give it a
second.”

Jonesy started to scream and kick at the
walls.

“Crap. Con, he’s scared.”
She started toward the crate, but Connall pulled her
back.

Max managed to jump and haul himself up onto
the ledge of the container, making his way to Jonesy.

“Watch,” Connall
instructed.

Max laid his hand on Jonesy’s forehead.
Max’s lips were moving, but Pepper couldn’t hear what he was
saying, due to the noise of the hydraulics. Within seconds, Max had
Jonesy calm and almost asleep by the look of it.

Pepper let out the breath she’d been holding
and grasped Connall’s arm. “How did he do that?”

Connall shrugged. “Magic.”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “Is he going to stay
with Jonesy the whole time?”

He nodded. “If you want him to.”

“Really?”

“Really. Come on, I’ll
show you.”

Taking her hand, Connall led Pepper to the
opposite end of the plane and up the stairs. They were greeted by
two flight attendants dressed in the same blues and greens as the
plane’s decoration. Connall stood back so that Pepper could enter
the compartment first. The cabin was huge and set up much like a
living room rather than an airplane. It almost looked like a tour
bus.

Six rows on the left provided comfortable
seating for twelve. A long set of cabinets with a granite
countertop was secured to the right side of the plane.

Pepper let out a squeal of excitement when
she caught sight of Sam and Kade sitting by the window. Pepper
rushed toward her as Sam stood and wrapped her arms around Pepper.
“Surprised?”

“Yes!” Pepper exclaimed.
“I thought you were leaving with everyone else.”

“We kind of let you
believe that, but there was no way I was going to let you arrive in
Scotland without me.”

Pepper smiled. “Thank you.”

“Let’s check on Jonesy,
love, then we can visit once we take off,” Connall
suggested.

She faced him. “I forgot the peppermints.
They’re in my bag.”

“Are they now?” He pulled
his hand out from behind his back. He was holding a jumbo tub of
Starlights.

My word, I love you.

His eyes widened and Pepper bit her lip.

Sorry. I really wanted to say that in
private and out loud, then give you a really hot kiss, but I
couldn’t wait.

He grinned. “Let’s go see Jonesy.”

He pointed out a door to a private bathroom
and then two other doors led to separate bedrooms as they made
their way toward the back of the plane. They arrived at a wall
where the plane seemed to stop, but then Connall pushed a
semi-hidden door open, and Pepper was surprised to see a huge open
space where four containers, big enough for two horses each, were
secured in the middle. Seating was set up, bench-style, near the
windows, and Max was working with the airport crew to lock down
Jonesy’s box.

“Wow,” Pepper said, and
giggled when Jonesy started whinnying. She headed to his stall and
stroked his muzzle. “Oh, so you do remember me.”

Connall unwrapped a peppermint and handed it
to Jonesy and then left Pepper briefly to speak with Max. Pepper
took a few precious moments to slip inside and look Jonesy over. He
seemed perfectly content and happy to see her when he slid his head
over her shoulder and “hugged” her. She wrapped her arms around his
neck and sighed. “Aw, buddy, I love you too. You’re such a good
boy.”

She handed him another peppermint and
double-checked his blanket. She’d chosen the thick one, unsure how
cold the plane would be. She was glad she did. It was freezing.

“Wheels up in fifteen
minutes, love.” Connall leaned over the wall. “Do you want to stay
here or go back to the main cabin?”

She let herself out of the container. “Will
Max be here or in the cabin?”

Connall smiled. “Wherever you’d like
him.”

She frowned. “If I say back here, will he be
okay with that?”

“Yes.” Connall
chuckled.

Pepper glanced at Jonesy and then at Max.
Jonesy seemed perfectly content where he was, but she was still
nervous.

“If there are any issues,
Max will find you,” Connall promised.

She bit her lip. “Jonesy seems calm and Max
was great with him earlier…”

Connall stroked her cheek. “He’ll be fine.
I’d like a minute alone with you before we take off.”

She widened her eyes. “Do we have time?”

“If we sneak out now,
yes.”

“Lead on.”

He grinned and led her back through the
cabin door and into one of the bedrooms. Pepper only had a few
seconds to appreciate the queen-sized bed nestled between two
ornate side tables before she was pulled into Connall’s arms and
kissed until she couldn’t breathe.

“You’re killing me,” he
rasped between kisses as he pushed her gently onto the bed and laid
his body over hers.

“Back atya,” she retorted
as she slid her hands under his shirt. “I want more.”

“I know.”

“Ladies and gentlemen,
please take your seats and secure your seatbelts,” the captain said
over the P.A.

Connall kissed Pepper again, this time
quickly, and rolled onto his back. “Saved by the bell, so to
speak.”

Pepper licked her lips and took a deep
breath. “Stupid bell.”

He turned his head toward her and smiled
sadly. “Aye.”

“We have a few minutes,
right? It’s not like they’ll leave without us being
buckled.”

He rolled over to face her, cradling his
head in his hand. “You’re not making this easy.”

“I know.” She sighed and
faced him, mimicking his actions. “But you’re gorgeous and sweet
and I love you, even if you’re turning me into a hussy.”

He laughed. “I love you too.” He pulled her
from the bed. “Come on, hussy of mine. Let’s take our seats.”

“Can we talk once we take
off?” Pepper asked.

Connall nodded. “Of course.”

“About
everything?”

“If you like.”

She frowned. “Why do you sound
apprehensive?”

“Honestly?” He sighed.
“I’m afraid you’ll run.”

“Probably a good idea to
tell me all your secrets when the doors are locked and we’re in the
air, then.”

He shook his head and chuckled. “Damn, I
love you.”

She grinned. “I love you too.”

“Let’s buckle
up.”

He led her back to the main cabin where Sam
and Kade were buckling up while the flight crew secured cabinet
doors and discarded trash.

“How’s Jonesy?” Sam
asked.

“He’s good,” Pepper said.
“Max has magical powers.”

“Good.” Sam glanced at
Connall and then back at Pepper and smiled. “The crew turned two of
the seats so we could sit and talk together.”

“Fun,” Pepper said and sat
in the seat across from Sam.

Why do I feel like I’m out of the loop on a
really big secret?

Connall squeezed her
hand. I’m sorry, love. You’ll know soon
enough.

Pepper nodded and tightened her seatbelt
before taking Connall’s hand again, desperately needing his calming
influence.

“Attendants, prepare for
takeoff,” the pilot’s voice came over the speaker.

Pepper smiled at Sam, who was wrapped around
Kade’s arm and taking deep breaths in an effort not to panic.

Sam shook her head and Kade lifted her chin.
“Let me in.”

“Sam, you better do it
before the engines start,” Pepper pointed out.

Sam scowled. “Not helping.”

Kade kissed her and Sam relaxed.

Pepper gaped. “Wow, Sam. No valium needed,
huh?”

Sam laughed. “Nope. Kade’s the only drug I
need.”

The engines whirred to life and Pepper
leaned against Connall as the plane began to taxi. She wasn’t
afraid to fly, enjoyed it really, but she did get a little nervous
during take-off. Connall kissed her temple and wove his fingers
with hers.

They’d been in the air for almost an hour
when Connall unbuckled his belt and stood. “I’m going to steal
Pepper away for a bit.”

Pepper unbuckled as well.

Sam gave Connall a concerned glance.
“Now?”

He nodded and grabbed Pepper’s hand. “I
promised.”

Sam grasped Pepper’s other
hand. “I’m here if you have any
questions.”

“Thanks…I think,” Pepper
said nervously.

Connall gave her hand a gentle tug and led
her down the aisle way back to the room they’d been in before
takeoff. He opened the door and stood aside to let her precede him.
Pepper chose to sit in the chair by the bed and bit her lip as
Connall followed her inside and closed the door. “Should I be
worried?” she asked.

He smiled and sat on the edge of the
mattress facing her. “How about we talk and then you can make that
call?”

Pepper nodded. “Okay.”

“Are you sure you want to
do this now?”

She nodded again. “Definitely. And I want
you to tell me everything.”

“Everything?”

“Yes.” She gripped the
arms of the chair. “You mentioned fate or something.”

“Aye. We are fated to be
bound.”

“Like tied up?”

He shook his head. “The process starts with
words.”

“Words.”

“Aye.”

“Like?” she
asked.

“Þú verður mín að eilífu.”

She felt the shiver she’d felt at the
wedding. “You said that at the wedding, yes?”

“Aye.”

“What does it
mean?”

“It means, you will be
mine forever.”

Pepper raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? I’m
that much of a given, am I?”

“They are some of the
first words we speak to our mates.”

“What?”

“You’re my mate,
Pepper.”

“Which means what,
exactly?” She shifted in her seat. “What aren’t you telling
me?”

Spit it out, Con. Really. I’m here. I’m not
going anywhere.

“I’m not what you think I
am,” he said.

“Don’t you mean
who?”

“No,” he said. “I’m not
human, Pepper.”

“What?” She stood and then
sat right back down.

“I am Cauld
Ane.”

“Cauld Ane.”

“Aye.”

“Which
means…what?”

“It means that I live
longer than humans and have certain…abilities that humans don’t
have. It also means that when I met you, I was destined to love you
forever.”

Pepper took a deep breath. “How much
longer?”

“Answer or back
story?”

She pressed her lips together and then
licked them. “Back story then answer.”

“Iceland was under
Norwegian rule until 1380. That’s when we came under the control of
the Danish Crown. We were forced to give everything to Denmark,
including our autonomy. The Danes didn’t see us as worth
protecting, so they didn’t try to stop pirates from attacking our
coastlines. In 1420, my father discovered that my mother was having
an affair, and that Fiona was the product of that affair. He chose
to use the attacks as an excuse to take my mother away from her
lover, and we sailed here.”

“In 1420.”

He nodded. “I was born in 1413 and I sailed
here with my family in 1420.”

Pepper shook her head.

“It’s true,
love.”

“I need Sam.” Pepper
swallowed. “Can you get Sam for me?”

Connall stood and stepped out of the
room.

Pepper sat shaking in the chair until Sam
stepped inside. “Hey.”

“Is it true?” Pepper
asked.

Sam sat on the bed and took her hands.
“Yes.”

“You don’t even know what
I was going to ask.”

Sam smiled. “It wouldn’t matter, Pepper.
Connall would never lie to you, so the answer is the same. Whatever
he’s told you is true.”

“They’re
immortal?”

“Sort of. We will die
eventu—”

“We?”

Sam nodded. “I’m Cauld Ane now.”

Pepper pulled her hands out of Sam’s grip.
“How?”

“It happened when Kade
bound me.”

“Is that why you look
different?”

“I don’t know. Probably. I
didn’t realize I looked different.”

Pepper looked to where Connall stood with
his arms crossed in the corner of the room. “Are you a
vampire?”

He shook his head.

“Werewolf?”

He shook his head again.

She focused back on Sam. “Some kind of
fairy?”

Sam let out a quiet snort and Pepper glanced
at Connall again. His expression was one of repugnance. Pepper
smiled. “Okay, not a fairy.”

“Can I leave you now?” Sam
asked.

Pepper nodded.

“Everything he tells you
will be the truth, Pep. You don’t need me, okay? You’ll know if
he’s lying. I promise.” Sam stood to leave.

Pepper took a deep breath and studied her
friend. Sam never lied to her. Never. Even when she had to tell her
something she knew Pepper wouldn’t want to hear. Pepper nodded and
leaned back in the chair. Sam left the room and Connall sat back on
the bed.

Pepper licked her lips. She didn’t quite
know what to think. She knew she trusted him, but wasn’t quite sure
how much of this information she could process and stay sane. She
was once again glad she’d insisted on him telling her everything
only after they’d been in the air for a little while. She’d never
been particularly interested in skydiving.

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

CONNALL HELD HIS hand out to her.

Pepper shook her head. “I don’t want to be
calmed down, Con.”

“I know, sweetheart. But
if we’re connected, you won’t panic and you’ll also know I’m
telling you the truth.”

Pepper laid her palm over his and he gave
her hand a gentle squeeze.

“Why are you saying that
you will bind me? Do I have a say in any of that?” she
asked.

“I can’t force you, if
that’s what you’re asking.”

Pepper shook her head again. “No. I know you
would never force me. But what if I decide I don’t want you to bind
me, or if I let you…bind me…what happens if we break up?”

“If you don’t want to be
bound, sweetheart, I won’t bind you. But once we
are bound, we won’t
break up.”

“How do you
know?”

“Because it would be
impossible. Physically and emotionally, we will be connected on a
level that defies the human realm, and there are certain things
that happen within our bodies and souls to make it impossible for
us to ‘break up.’ It’s a lifelong thing.”

“What happens if you don’t
love me anymore?”

Connall took her other
hand and kissed her palm. “It’ll never happen. Could never happen.”

“Figuratively or
literally?”

He grinned. “Literally.”

“Really?”

He nodded.

“How does, um, mating
work?”

“Twenty-five is the
Ár mökunar, the mating
year. It’s when our hearts turn to whoever our mates are, if
they’re close.”

“I just had my birthday,”
she muttered.

“I know. It’s why you were
drawn to me.”

“Pretty sure I would have
been all over you anyway,” she said.

He chuckled. “Maybe.”

“This isn’t like a spell
of some kind or a demon thing, is it?”

“No. Iceland converted to
Christianity in the tenth century. Our family and clan have been
Christians for centuries. When we arrived in Scotland, we continued
to practice our religion. Or at least my father’s warped version of
it. Kade has made a lot of changes since my father died, and our
clan has a much healthier view of our faith now.”

“Does Cauld Ane mean
something?”

“Yes. It’s an old Scottish
translation that roughly means ‘cold one.’” He stroked her palm
with his thumb. “Our bodies are acclimated to the cold and the heat
can harm us.”

“Harm you,
how?”

“It can kill
us.”

She frowned. “But didn’t God make you
immortal?”

“No, as Sam said, we die
eventually, just not as quickly as humans.”

“But you can die from the
heat?”

“Yes. We have to stay out
of weather that’s over twenty degrees Celsius. Sixty-eight
Fahrenheit.”

“How does the binding
thing work?”

“We have words that we
speak to one another. Those words bind us spiritually and
emotionally, and then we make love, which binds us
physically.”

“If you bind me, does that
mean I will live for a long time, too?”

“Yes.”

“How will you make me like
you?” Pepper asked.

“It happens when we make
love and it has to do with our Sæði…our semen.”

“Of course it does.”
Pepper rolled her eyes. “Semen seems to be responsible for a lot of
big changes when it comes to women.”

“True.” Connall chuckled.
“We have a protein that human men don’t have. Kade has mentioned
he’d like to do further research on exactly what it is, especially
now that you and Sam have arrived. You’re the first humans in many
years that a Cauld Ane has bonded with.”

“What about sex? How do
you stop the binding with every woman?”

“Binding is more spiritual
than physical, so there’s more involved than just the joining of
bodies. I have never slept with a human…you’ll be the first. I
don’t know what would happen if a Cauld Ane slept with a human who
wasn’t their mate.”

She swallowed. “How would I change
exactly?”

“Your body will go through
a conversion of sorts. The human parts will change to work as the
Cauld Ane parts do.”

Pepper bit her lip. “Does it hurt?”

“The change?”

She nodded.

Connall took a deep breath. “Yes.”

“How bad?”

“I don’t know, love.
You’ll need to ask Sam. But she was in a bad way for several
hours.”

“Hours…not days or
weeks?”

“Aye.”

“After I change, what
happens?” Her eyes widened. “Please don’t tell me I won’t be able
to go out in the sun. That’s a deal breaker for me.”

Connall smiled. “You’ll be able to bask in
the sun all day long, if you so desire, you just won’t be able to
be in it if the temperature is over twenty degrees.”

Pepper stood and paced. “How strict is that
rule?”

“Strict.”

“So seventy’s
off-limits?”

Connall nodded. “Yes.”

She cocked her head. “What would happen if I
went outside in the summer?”

Connall leaned forward, resting his arms on
his knees. “If the weather is over sixty-eight, you won’t be going
outside, Pepper.”

“It can’t be that bad,
truly.”

“Your body will grow
tired, but not like you’ve ever felt before. You’ll find it
difficult to move. You’ll pass out, but not before you feel the
pain of your body shutting down. Your body swells, your veins come
to the surface of your skin, and you develop welts. You will become
unrecognizable. If any of that takes place and you’re not in some
form of a freezer or ice bath within minutes, you’ll die. And it’s
a painful death.” His hands shook as he ran them through his
hair.

She sat in the chair again and took several
deep breaths.

Connall leaned forward and slid his hands up
her thighs. “What are you thinking?”

“This from the man who can
read my mind?”

“I’m making an effort not
to, love. Tell me.”

She pressed her lips into a thin line. “The
Olympics.”

“What about
them?”

“The equestrian events are
in the summer.”

He sighed. “Aye.”

“Which means, wherever
they’re located will more than likely be over sixty-eight
degrees.”

He nodded.

She blinked back tears.

“There’s no rush,
sweetheart. We can wait as long as you need. You can go to the
trials, and we can go from there.”

“The Olympics are years
away, Con.”

“I’m aware of
that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re saying you’re
willing to wait for me to go to trials, go to the Olympics if I
make the team, compete, and then bind me?”

“That’s exactly what I’m
saying.”

Pepper shook her head. “Con.”

He dropped his head onto her lap and she
threaded her fingers through his hair.

“I would do anything for
you,” he said. “I’d wait forever if that’s what you
needed.”

She stroked his cheek as he sat up. “I love
you.”

He smiled and pulled her from the chair into
his lap. “I love you too.”

“What else will I have to
avoid? Anything?”

“Almonds, particularly
anything that contains the concentrated extract, will slow you
down.”

“Oh! That’s why Sam
couldn’t have her mother’s cookies all of a sudden. I thought that
was weird.” She grinned. “Almonds aren’t really my weakness. I’m
not happy about the sun thing, but if you were to add wine to the
list, we’d have to part company immediately.”

He chuckled. “If wine wasn’t allowed, I’d
choose to die quickly.”

“Anything
else?”

“Iceland has a native
flower that’s extremely dangerous to the Cauld Ane. I would have
said you’d never see it, but we’ve discovered it has made its way
to the States and Scotland.”

“What’s it
called?”

“Red Fang. In Iceland, we
call it Villandi Fegurð.”

“What does it
do?”

“The thorn paralyzes us.
Unfortunately, keeping your distance isn’t quite enough. It can be
ground into a powder and used in food and drink. The affects aren’t
permanent, but they are enough to incapacitate us.”

“Is there a
cure?”

He nodded. “There’s an antidote. We all
carry it with us, but if you’re alone, it won’t help.”

“When am I’m ever alone?”
she grumbled.

Connall smiled gently. “Feeling
smothered?”

“Not yet. I just happen to
know myself quite well, and I need my down time. I used to take
Jonesy out for hours alone and I haven’t done that in a while.” He
stiffened and Pepper sighed. “And I won’t. I promise. But when all
of ‘this’ wears off, I’m gonna need time alone.”

“This?”

“My need to be wherever
you are twenty-four/seven. I’m a little disgusted with myself, to
be honest.”

“Okay, sweetheart, we’ll
figure something out. If
this wears off.” He kissed her. “Does this mean
you’ll marry me?”

Pepper shrugged. “I don’t know...you haven’t
actually asked.”

“When I ask, will you say
yes?”

“We’ve known each other
for less than a week, Con.”

“Yep. You’re right.” He
pushed her off his lap and onto the bed. “And your
point?”

She reached up and stroked his chest. “I
have no idea what my point is.”

He laughed. “Exactly.”

“You said Cauld Ane have
abilities humans don’t have. What abilities?”

“Right back to the point
at hand, eh?” He stretched out on his side and cupped his head in
his hand.

“Absolutely.” Pepper
mirrored his actions.

“We don’t all have the
same abilities. Healing is my strongest one. The same with Kade.
However, I focused on animals because I can communicate with them.
It’s the reason I became a vet.”

“You can talk to animals?”
she asked suspiciously. “Like Dr. Doolittle?”

“Sort of. I can calm them,
and when I want them to do something specific, I can project an
image in my mind and they seem to understand.”

“What do you
mean?”

“If I wanted Jonesy to
clear a jump, for instance, I’d lay my hand on him and imagine him
jumping it. Then he would jump it. With or without a
rider.”

“Seriously?”

“Aye. It’s how I got
Jonesy into the trailer. Max can do the same. It’s why he was able
to keep Jonesy from jumping from the container as it was being
lifted onto the plane.”

“How can this not be some
kind of voodoo, Con?”

He shrugged. “It’s something we’ve lived
with our entire lives. It’s just who we are.” He slid his arm
across her stomach and pulled her closer. “I suppose it would seem
strange to someone unfamiliar with Cauld Ane, though.”

Pepper nodded. “How does the healing thing
work?”

“Touch.”

She gasped. “Did you heal my bruise?”

“Aye. When I ran my finger
along your jaw.”

“And my headaches,” she
said. “I haven’t had to take any migraine medication since that
first night.” He nodded and she sat up. “That means you can heal
Rio.”

“Not quite.” He pulled her
back down, this time onto his chest. “Being able to heal you and
any of our children will be a given, but it’s not always an
instantaneous thing for people who are not of my blood.”

“So, how does it work,
then?”

“I can touch a person,
know exactly what’s wrong and how to help them, as can Kade.
However, if they aren’t related to me, I can’t snap my fingers so
to speak and heal them. A doctor would still have to do the
work.”

“We’re not related,” she
pointed out.

“Ah, but you’re my mate,
which trumps that fact. And once we’re bound, I won’t have to touch
you to heal you.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Of course, you’ll always be
close to me, so I won’t have to heal you from afar.”

Pepper giggled. “There is that, yes.”

Connall ran his fingers through her hair,
stroking her back in the process.

“What else?” she
asked.

“We’re stronger than
humans. We also take on the abilities of our mates when we’re
bound, so you’ll have the ability to heal and I’ll have whatever
gifts manifest in you after the change.”

“So does that mean Sam’s a
healer now?”

“I would imagine
so.”

“Could she have healed
Dalton?” she asked.

“No. She could have seen
where the damage was, but she no longer has his blood, so she
wouldn’t have been able to heal him directly. Anything human was
forced out of her body during her conversion.”

“Are there more of you?”
Pepper asked.

“You mean, are there Cauld
Anes in other parts of the world?”

She nodded.

“Aye. In the colder
climates, definitely.”

“Do you all get together
or have contact with each other?”

“We have a council that
makes some of the more difficult decisions we face.”

“So how does this council
work?”

“We are ruled ultimately
by our king—”

She lifted her head. “Like a monarchy?”

“Aye. Our king heads up
the main council and makes the final and absolute decision on any
issue brought to the group. The Cauld Ane in each country has a
council of their own and for the most part, they deal with their
people within it, but if it’s something major, it is brought to
us.”

“Us? So you’re part of the
main council? Really? So do you know the king, then?”

Connall cleared his throat. “Aye.”

Pepper sat up again. “Wow. That’s so cool.
Will I get to meet him? I’ve never met a king before.”

He groaned.

“What?”

He sat up. “You’ve already met the king,
Pepper.”

“What?” she squeaked.
“What do you mean I’ve met the king?”

“Kade’s our
king.”

She scrambled from the
bed. “Kade? Sam’s Kade?”

Connall slid to the edge of the bed and
reached for her, laying his hands on her hips. “Kade. He’s our
king. Samantha will be crowned our queen in three months.”

“Shut the front door!
Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Why three
months?”

“Sam wants to wait until
Payton is bound.”

“Payton? Is she supposed
to be with Brodie?”

“Aye.”

Pepper frowned. “Then why does she seem to
hate him?”

“It’s complicated, but
obvious enough to everyone they’re mates.”

“Obvious he’s obsessed
with her, anyway,” she retorted.

“‘Destined’ is a better
description, love.”

“Okay.” She raised an
eyebrow. “Does that make you like a prince or
something?”

“Aye. I am considered the
‘spare’ in the human realm.”

“Huh?”

“The heir and the spare.
Kade was the heir, I was the spare.” He chuckled at her look of
horror.

“That’s
horrible!”

“It’s an expression,
love.”

“One that could make a
child feel inadequate,” she pointed out. “What does that make
Brodie then?”

“The lucky
one?”

“You’re funny.” Pepper
smacked his shoulder. “Why isn’t Brodie here?”

“We can never travel
together. The three of us. It’s a precaution.”

“In case there’s an
accident or something?” she whispered.

“Exactly.” He smiled.
“Hey. Nothing’s going to happen, love.”

“Where are your parents?”
she asked.

“My father’s dead. My
mother’s…well, that’s complicated.”

“How so?”

“My mother betrayed us and
the Council has decided to exile her.”

Pepper gasped. “What do you mean, exile
her?”

“She’s being shipped to
Pohnpei, Micronesia, where she’ll remain imprisoned until she
dies.”

“So she’ll be
exiled and in
prison?”

“Aye.”

Pepper shook her head. “I don’t understand.
How is that even legal?”

“We work within the laws
of the land, so to speak, but when it comes to the ultimate fate of
our people, Kade makes the call. My mother tried to overthrow
him.”

“Really? Why?”

“We’re still not entirely
sure,” Connall admitted. “Although, I have a feeling Kade may know
more than he’s saying.”

“So ask him.”

“This is where the
separation of king and family comes into play,” Connall explained.
“He’ll tell us when and what he can.”

“Wow. How do you feel
about your mom being sent away?”

“That’s a complicated
question.” He sighed. “My father was abusive. It was easy to hate
him, although I don’t anymore, but when he was alive, he was a mean
son of a bitch. Mum on the other hand, was also abusive, but it was
more manipulation than anything else. We’ve always been at arm’s
length with her, except Brodie.”

“How so?”

He scowled. “She always seemed to hate
him.”

“That’s
awful!”

“I know. Kade and I did
our best to shelter him, but it didn’t always work.”

Pepper stroked his cheek. “Is that why he
frowns all the time?”

Connall chuckled. “Probably.”

“We’ll have to fix
that.”

“It takes him a while to
let people in, but once you’re in, he’ll die for you.” He ran his
thumb along her lip. “A little like someone else I
know.”

“Oh, you think you know
me, hmm?”

“Absolutely.”

She looped her hands over his shoulders.
“Does everyone know you’re a prince?”

“Only amongst the Cauld
Ane. But we have titles recognized by the human Monarchy as
well.”

“Are you Sir Loin of Beef
or something like that?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Bugs Bunny? The Sheriff
of Nottingham episode? No?” He shrugged and she gasped in mock
disgust. “You’re not a Bugs fan?”

“Keep in mind, television
wasn’t invented until we were a few hundred years old,
love.”

She bit her lip. “Right. I forgot you’re
ancient. No wonder you think you’re the boss of me.”

He pulled her back down on the bed and held
his hand over her stomach.

“Don’t you dare,” she
threatened.

“Or?”

“Or we’ll get distracted
and probably end up naked.”

Connall laughed. “One can hope.”

She tugged on his shirt and he stretched out
beside her again. “So, what’s your super special title, then? I’m
not going to have to bow every time you walk into a room, am
I?”

“Not unless you’re a man.
But you will have to curtsy.”

“Shut up! I will not…” She
raised an eyebrow. “Will I?”

He grinned. “No. To humans, I’m the Marquis
of Cavell…you’ll be my marchioness.”

“So fancy.” Pepper groaned
as she covered her face with her hands. “Con. This is too
much.”

“You’re doing fine,
sweetheart. I know it’s a lot to take in, but you’re not
alone.”

She peeked at him through her fingers.
“Right.”

He pulled her hands away and kissed her
cheek.

“How am I supposed to
address Kade now? Is he a royal highness or something? And Sam?”
she asked in desperation. “What about you? What am I supposed to
call you in public?”

“You’ll call him Kade
because he will be your brother-in-law, same with Sam. And you’ll
always call me Connall or Con because you’re my mate and humans
will recognize you as my wife. You’ll often hear people address
Kade as ‘Lord’ or ‘my lord,’ because humans recognize him as Duke
of Avoch. For the most part, that won’t change unless we are with a
group of only our people. Then you might hear people refer to him
and Sam as ‘his or her majesty.’ Although, we’ve all been so used
to referring to Kade as his human title, it would be a rare
occurrence to hear him referred to as ‘majesty.’ The Cauld Ane may
refer to me as ‘Your Highness,’ but again, only when no humans are
around. Humans address me as ‘Lord Cavell’ and when we are bound,
you’ll be referred to as ‘Lady Cavell.’”

“Not Mrs.
Gunnach?”

He shook his head.

“I’m going to screw this
up, Con. Royally. You can count on it.”

“Pepper,” he admonished.
“Why would you say that?”

She tried to sit up again, but he tugged on
her sweater and wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her close
again.

She ran her finger down his arm. “I’ve never
understood this hierarchy thing. I also don’t believe in kneeling
before anyone except God.”

“You won’t be kneeling
before Kade, love.”

“Good. But I also hate
chauvinism, and I’m not good at staying quiet if something bugs
me.”

“And?”

“And, I watch television, Con. I saw the wedding of the century,
I watched the interviews. There is no way I can come close to
emulating Kate Middleton.”

He let out a derisive snort. “And thank the
Lord for that.”

“Con. Come on, be serious.
There’s nothing regal about me.”

“I love that the most
about you,” he said. “I’m not interested in someone like Kate
Middleton. Even if she’s much funnier in person, which you don’t
get to see in the media. She’s not perfect by any
means.”

“You’ve met her?” she
squeaked.

“At a few functions, yes.
You’ll more than likely meet her as well. She’ll put you at ease
immediately.”

“So she’s beautiful
and has a great
personality? Perfect.”

Connall chuckled. “She’s got nothing on you.
You are stunning with your luscious curves.” He ran his hand across
her bottom. “I’m not a fan of rail thin. I like a real woman. I
also love that you’re a champion of the underdog, whether that
falls under hating chauvinism or something else altogether.”

She sighed. “I’m going to embarrass
you.”

“No you won’t. I won’t let
you.”

She scowled. “I thought you said you loved
me just the way I am.”

“Put away your sword, my
love. Let me explain.” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re
not Scottish?”

“You’re hilarious
today.”

“I’m hilarious
every day.” Connall
grinned. “But, I digress. The beauty of our private communication,
sweetheart, is that if we’re ever anywhere official, you’ll say all
the right things because I can help you with the correct way to
address people. You won’t have to try to learn and retain it
all.”

“There is that.” She
relaxed. “What about me in general, though?”

“What about
you?”

“I have a mouth on me, as
my mother always says.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “I happen to
love your mouth.”

She pushed on his chest. “But what happens
when I say something that someone doesn’t like? What if you lose
friends? Or business?”

Connall frowned. “Wow. I didn’t realize you
had the power to change the world, love. Maybe we need to revisit
this relationship.”

“Con.”

“First of all, my wee
control-freak whom I love to distraction, if I lost friends or
business over something you said, they wouldn’t be true friends and
I wouldn’t want their business.”

“But—”

He laid his fingers on her lips. “No. I know
you, Pepper. You speak the truth, even when someone doesn’t want to
hear it, and your motives are pure. You don’t set out to offend,
but you also won’t blow smoke up someone’s kilt. If someone doesn’t
like that, too bloody bad.” She kissed his hand and he smiled and
stroked her cheek. “Whether you choose to believe it or not, you’re
perfect just the way you are.”

“And you…are too good to
be true.”

He laughed. “Maybe you’re right.”

She pulled his head down
for a kiss and he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her on
top of his chest. When he finally managed to gather his wits, he
broke the kiss with a groan. “You really are going to kill
me.”

She giggled. “Sorry.”

He smiled. “I see you’re not running for the
door.”

“Nope. I’ve decided I’m
keeping you. Warts and all.”

“Warts, eh?”

“Yes.”

“It must be difficult to
be seen with me.”

“It is.” She grinned and
ran her finger over his heart. “But I love what’s on the
inside. So, in answer to
your earlier question…”

“Yes?” he
whispered.

“I will marry you…bind
with you…let you tie me up or whatever.”

“I was going to plan
something romantic to sweep you off your feet, you
know.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t bother.
Honestly, romance is lost on me. I don’t get it.”

“In that case.” He reached
over her and pulled open the drawer in one of the
nightstands.

“What are you doing?” she
asked.

He chuckled. “Good.”

“What?”

“Well, if you haven’t
figured it out, then I have effectively hidden something from
you.”

She narrowed her eyes. “What did you
do?”

“We’ve done this a little
backwards, but still…” He opened his hand and a red leather box sat
in his palm. “Persephone Ester Brooks, will you do me the honor of
marrying me?”

She pursed her lips in thought. “Hmm, I
don’t know. I’ve only known you for a few days. You’re a bit
forward, don’t you think?”

He flexed his hand and gave her an evil
grin. “I’m sorry? What was that?”

“Okay, okay. No tickling.
Of course I’ll marry you.”

He pried the box open with one hand and
Pepper gasped. A large princess-cut diamond, surrounded by smaller
diamonds in white gold, was nestled in red satin. She shook her
head. It was like he’d taken the ring she’d always dreamed of and
put it into gold. “Connall. It’s beautiful.”

He grinned and slipped it on her finger. It
was a perfect fit. She kissed him, but was interrupted by the
dinner announcement.

“Ladies and gentleman,
dinner will be served in the main cabin in five minutes,” Margaret,
the main flight attendant, announced over the speaker.

“Thank God,” Connall
said.

“All my questions have
been annoying, huh?”

“Not at all. I’m hungry.”
He climbed off the bed. “Another thing about us is that our
metabolism is three times faster than humans. We try to eat every
hour or two.” He pulled her off the mattress.

“So, you really
are Sir Loin of Beef?”
She grinned. “Are you going to try and overthrow the Burger
King…and will you address your subjects in the Royal Food
Court?”

Connall laughed. “Will that make you Lady
Loin of Beef?”

“Heck no, I’ll stage a
coup and kick Sam of the throne. I will be referred to as the Dairy
Queen and rule the world.”

“The world?
Really?”

“Definitely.” She tapped
her lips with a finger. “I wonder if I could get a hold of Lady
Gaga’s meat dress for our first official royal gala.”

He led her out of the bedroom. “I’d imagine
it’s past its expiration date.”

“Yeah, I’m sure at this
point, it looks more like a beef jerky swimsuit.”

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

CONNALL CHUCKLED AND led Pepper into the main
cabin. She hummed in appreciation. A table had been placed in
between their seats and covered with cream linen. The setting was
more akin to a fancy restaurant than an airplane.

“Where’s Max?” Pepper
asked. “And Kade and Sam, for that matter?”

“I’ll find Max. We’ll wait
for Kade and Sam. I would imagine they’re resting,” Connall said.
“You take your seat.”

“Okay.”

Pepper sat down and buckled up, smiling at
Margaret as she offered Pepper a glass of wine. A door down the
hall opened and Sam walked out, followed by Kade. Sam was securing
her hair into a scrunchy and Kade wrapped an arm around her waist,
pulling her back against him and whispering something in her ear.
Sam laughed and patted his face. Kade slipped through the door to
the back of the plane and Pepper sipped her wine, thinking how
un-kingly Kade seemed.

Sam’s grin widened when she caught Pepper’s
eye. “Hi!”

“Hi,” Pepper
said.

“You don’t look like
you’re ready to kill someone.” Sam took her seat across from
Pepper. “I take it you’re good with everything he told
you.”

“Yes. Everything’s good.”
She held up her left hand.

Sam squealed and clapped her hands. “Yay,
it’s official!”

Pepper laughed and nodded. “You’re happy, it
would seem.”

“I’m thrilled. Let me
see.” Sam pulled Pepper’s hand closer. “Did he know?”

Pepper shook her head. “I thought you told
him.”

She’d humored Sam when they were young by
drawing her dream wedding ring, although she’d drawn the line at
designing a dress.

Sam raised her hands in surrender. “Not a
word.” She studied the ring again. “Wow, he even added a
pomegranate on each side.”

“I know,” Pepper said.
“It’s like he took my dream ring and made it even
better.”

Sam grinned. “It’s perfect.”

“He’s perfect.”

“Told you,” Sam
quipped.

“Yes you did, oh wise and
noble one.”

Margaret offered Sam wine, giving Pepper a
moment to herself.

How’s Jonesy?
she asked Connall.

He’s asleep.

Pepper smiled.
Is Max going to join us?

Connall didn’t answer, but the door opened
and he and Kade came back into the cabin.

“Max is also asleep,”
Connall said with a grin as he took his seat.

Kade took his seat next to Sam and kissed
her quickly.

Connall wrapped his hand around Pepper’s and
she shivered, pulling away. “Why are your hands so cold?”

He rubbed his palms over his jeans. “Sorry,
I just washed them. Plus it’s cold in the back. I put another
blanket on Jonesy.”

“Thank you.”

Once he’d warmed up, he linked his fingers
with hers. “Better?”

“Much.”

“May I see the ring?” Kade
asked.

Pepper grinned and slid
her hand over the table. You told
him?

How do you think I got
your ring done so quickly? Connall
admitted.

“Seriously?” she
asked.

“What?” Sam
asked.

“Kade used his influence
with Mr. Ferguson to get the ring done quickly,” Connall
said.

“Oh, that,” Sam said with
a grin.

“You knew as
well?”

“Not really.” Sam smiled.
“Just that Kade called Mr. Ferguson.”

Did he pull the king card on the poor
man?

Connall shook his
head. Mr. Ferguson’s human, love. Our
family shops exclusively at his store and the storeowner is simply
grateful.

“Wow,” Pepper said. “Thank
you, Kade. It’s stunning.”

Kade shook his head. “I can’t take any
credit. All I did was make a phone call. Con sent the design and
the jeweler did the rest.” He smiled at Pepper. “And I for one am
delighted to welcome you to the family.”

Pepper blushed. “Thank you.”

Just as dinner concluded, Max joined the
group and Pepper took a few minutes to check on Jonesy before
spending the rest of the evening in a game of Pictionary. Due to
their abilities to speak telepathically, the couples were separated
and Pepper, Sam, and Max were on one team, while Connall and Kade
were on the other.

Pepper honestly couldn’t think of a time
she’d laughed harder, watching Sam’s pathetic attempts to draw a
thermometer that looked strangely like a volcano. Lucky for them,
Max was somewhat of an artist, so they managed to win by two
points.

Dessert and drinks were served and the game
safely stowed away as the evening wound down. Pepper was having a
difficult time keeping her eyes open and a quick check of her watch
indicated it was well past her bedtime in Savannah, which explained
why she was so tired.

“I’m starting to fade,”
Sam said.

“Me too,” Pepper
admitted.

Connall smiled. “You should go to bed,
sweetheart. Your overnight bag’s in the closet.”

She nodded and
stood. Am I sleeping alone?

Not if you don’t want to.

I don’t want to. Give me ten minutes.

He grinned and nodded. “I’ll check on Jonesy
again.”                

* * *

Pepper headed to the bedroom and Connall
turned to Sam, hesitating to ask the question he knew he didn’t
really want an answer to.

“Just ask me, Con,” Sam
said.

“How painful was the
change?”

Kade stiffened and Sam laid her hand on his
leg. “Kade, stop.”

Connall dropped his face in his hands.
“Shite.”

“What you both seem to
forget is that it’s worth it,” Sam pointed out.

“How bad, Sam?” Connall
asked again. “Be honest.”

“It wasn’t pleasant. But
it didn’t last forever. I guess it would be like childbirth without
an epidural.”

“Oh, that makes me feel so
much better,” he grumbled.

Sam patted his knee. “It doesn’t last long,
Connall. Honestly, she can handle it.”

“Thanks.” Connall stood.
“I’ll see you in the morning.”

He joined Pepper, who was already asleep.
Pulling her close, he closed his eyes and tried not to dream of her
in pain.

* * *

Connall woke Pepper in time to freshen up
before the plane landed. Once the plane was on the ground, she
followed Connall down the stairs, joining Max where Jonesy’s drop
point was. Two cars waited on the tarmac and the plan was for
Connall, Pepper, and Max to follow the trailer to the Gunnach
Stables, while Kade took Sam home. Everyone would meet the next
night for dinner at the family home.

Max offered to go with Jonesy, so Connall
opened the door to the awaiting car and waited for Pepper to climb
inside. She pulled her coat closer to her body as she took her
seat. She honestly wasn’t prepared for the cold of Scotland. She
was sure her lips must be varying shades of blue. When Connall sat
beside her and closed the door, she sighed in relief as he wrapped
his coat around her.

“Thank you,” she
said.

He buckled up but still managed to pull her
close to his body heat, and she snuggled against him. He rubbed her
arm and kissed her temple. “I should have warned you about the
cold.”

“I guess it’s not
something you’d notice, is it?”

“Not really.” He turned
the heat on and sat back.

“Won’t that hurt you?”
Pepper asked in concern.

“I set it to
sixty-seven.”

“Oh.” She sighed and
closed her eyes. “Thank you.”

He lowered the privacy glass. “Tavish, we’ll
go straight back to the stables first and then on to the
house.”

“Aye sir,” the driver said
and Connall raised the glass again.

They didn’t have to wait long before the
small convoy drove out of the airport and through the glorious
scenery that was Inverness, Scotland. Despite the jetlag, Pepper
was energized as the drive revealed more and more green
pasture.

“It’s stunning,” she
said.

White fencing came into view and Connall
leaned over her to point out the window. “This is where our
property starts. Kade and Sam will continue straight, you and I
will take a left. If we wanted to visit Brodie, we’d make a right
just up here.”

“So you all live
close?”

“Sort of.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Kade lives in town most
of the year,” he said. “I live here and go into town once or twice
a year. Brodie tends to travel back and forth. When there’s a
council meeting or a family gathering, it’s usually at the
castle.”

“Castle?” Pepper
swallowed. “Like a real castle?”

“Yes.” He tweaked her
nose. “A real castle.”

“You don’t live in a
castle too, do you?”

He chuckled. “No. I live in a much smaller
house.”

She relaxed until the so-called “smaller
house” came into view. A large white mansion appeared on their
right and Pepper felt like she’d been transported back in time to
some English manor house. She groaned and flopped back against the
seat. “That is not a small house, Con.”

He chuckled. “I didn’t say it was a small
house, love. Just that it’s smaller than the castle.”

The car continued past the house, following
the truck and trailer hauling Jonesy, and veered to the left.
Pepper caught sight of a smaller building and pointed. “Ooh, what’s
that?”

“The main guest house,” he
said.

“The main guest house? There are
others?”

“A few,” he said
evasively.

Pepper chose not to press. She’d find out in
time anyway. “It looks like a miniature of the big house. It’s
gorgeous.”

Connall smiled. “Thank you.”

“Do you own all this
land?”

“Aye. It will be yours as
well.”

“Way to ease me
in.”

He chuckled. “The question is whether or not
you want to stay in the guest house or in the big house.”

“Guest,” she said without
hesitation.

“Sam knows you
well.”

“Is that okay?” she
asked.

“Of course it is.” He
grinned. “I had the staff get it ready for us.”

“Us?”

“Aye. For tonight at
least.” He raised an eyebrow. “If you don’t object, of
course.”

She pursed her lips. “Hmm. I don’t
know.”

“I just figured we’ve been
sleeping in the same bed pretty much since we met, and we will when
we’re bound, so…”

“That is true,” she
conceded with a cheeky grin. “I just wouldn’t want the neighbors to
think I’m a hussy.”

“No problem with that.
We’ve already established that you’re my hussy, so it’s something they’ll
just have to get over.”

“Good point.” She giggled.
“Sam told you I hate to live alone, huh?”

“She did mention that
fact, right before she insisted you move into her flat in
town.”

“Is it not a good plan?”
she asked.

“It’s a workable plan when
you start your term, provided you still want to go to
MGA.”

She sighed. “I think I do. I don’t
know.”

“Well, whatever you decide
is fine, but for now, it’s better to be here. If you do decide to
go to Edinburgh, I’ll need to make some arrangements here so I can
be with you.”

Pepper smiled. “We have a little time before
sessions start, so we’ll have plenty of time to figure things
out.”

The car pulled up to a giant building with
“Gunnach Stables” written on the outside and Pepper watched as Max
led Jonesy calmly from the trailer. She unbuckled her seatbelt,
dropping Connall’s coat on the seat, and jumped from the car,
ignoring his suggestion to proceed slowly. She wasn’t quite
prepared for the wall of ice that hit her. Lucky for her, Connall
was right behind her and slid his coat back over her shoulders.

“It’s cold,
love.”

“Ya think?” She shivered
as she slipped her arms into the sleeves. “Thank you. I forgot
about the tundra. This is beyond cold, Con. I think my bones might
be frozen.”

“There’s a large claw-foot
tub at the guest house. You can have a soak before bed.”

She sighed. “Sounds like heaven.”

Jonesy’s whinny forced her to pull away from
Connall and his warmth. She unwrapped a peppermint and handed it to
her horse. “I don’t know how Jonesy’s going to handle this cold,
babe.”

Connall chuckled. “The barn’s temperature
controlled. We’ll tuck him in and he’ll be nice and toasty.”
Connall turned to Max. “We can take it from here, brother. Thanks
for everything.”

Pepper smiled and nodded. “Yes, Max. Thank
you so much for all your help. I would have been a wreck without
you and so would Jonesy.”

“It’s my pleasure,
Pepper,” Max said. “I’ll probably see you both in a few days.
Definitely before the tour starts.”

“Sounds good,” Connall
said, and nodded toward the car. “Tavish will drop our things at
the house and then see you home, if you like.”

“No need,” Max said. “I
left my car in your garage. He can just drop me there.”

“Perfect,” Connall said.
He leaned into the car and spoke briefly with Tavish and then made
his way back to Pepper.

“I’ll see you later,” Max
said, and climbed into the car.

Pepper watched them drive away before
following Connall and Jonesy into the warmth of the barn.

“Welcome home, sir,” an
older gentleman said as he stepped out of a stall.

“Thank you, Ahearn.”
Connall paused and waited for Pepper to catch up. “I’d like to you
to meet Pepper. This is her horse, Jonesy.”

Ahearn was a fatherly-looking man who first
shook her hand and then spent a good deal of time fawning over
Jonesy and exclaiming what a fine specimen of equine flesh he was.
Pepper adored him instantly.

“I’ll take great care of
him, m’lady,” Ahearn promised, and then turned to Connall. “I’ll
call up to the house if anything comes up.”

“We’ll be at the guest
house, Ahearn. But call my cell if you need me,” Connall
said.

“Aye sir. Do you need a
lift?”

“No. Tavish is
waiting.”

“I thought he left,”
Pepper whispered.

Connall smiled. “I told him to return once
he dropped Max off,” he whispered back. Then aloud to Ahearn, “Very
good.” Ahearn took Jonesy’s lead and led him into a large
stall.

Pepper gave Jonesy one last peppermint and
then slipped her hand into Connall’s. He led her out to the
awaiting car and opened the door for her.

She slipped inside and once Connall was
buckled, Tavish drove them to the guest house.

* * *

When they arrived at the guest cottage,
Tavish turned off the car and climbed out. Connall gave Pepper’s
knee a gentle squeeze. “Ready?”

Pepper nodded. “Definitely.”

She followed Connall from the car, waited
while he gave Tavish some last-minute instructions, and then let
Connall lead her into the house.

A small but well-lit foyer greeted them with
a large cabinet that Connall opened and hung their coats in. He
took her hand and led her down a narrow hallway and into a
surprisingly spacious great room. An ornate fireplace was the
perfect focal point and Pepper hummed in appreciation. “This is
glorious, Con. Has this house always been here? I mean, was it here
when you got the land?”

“Sort of. When we split up
the land after our father died, I wanted to build a house in the
Arts and Crafts style. This building was already on the property,
but was in disrepair, so we fixed it up and gave it a similar
façade as the big house. The only thing truly original is the
fireplace. I didn’t have the heart to change it.”

“It’s beautiful,” Pepper
said as she took in the space. “It certainly doesn’t look
old.”

“We’ve made a few changes
in the past five years to modernize things,” Connall said as he
turned to face Pepper. “Max loves the American open-concept idea,
so he helped with the renovation.”

There was a well-appointed kitchen with a
large granite island, and Pepper noticed French doors that probably
opened to the backyard. She planned to investigate in detail
tomorrow.

“There are three bedrooms
upstairs. One of them has an en-suite and the other two share a
bathroom. Come on. I’ll show you. You must be
exhausted.”

Pepper took his hand and followed him up the
stairs. He pushed open a door to a small but cozy room and stood
back to let her precede him.

An iron bed, a little bigger than a double,
took up most of the room, with its headboard positioned against the
wall between two windows. Her bags sat in the middle of the
mattress begging to be unpacked. Two small nightstands flanked the
bed and the sliding doors of the closet were on the right.

Connall opened a door to the left of the
bed, which revealed the bathroom housing the promised claw-foot tub
along with a pedestal sink and toilet. “The shower here is
workable, but the one down the hall is bigger and has a special
steam setting, so you may want to use that instead.”

“This is perfect, Con.
Thank you.”

“Are you
hungry?”

She shook her head, stifling a yawn.

“Why don’t you grab what
you need for tonight and I’ll run the bath?” He gave her a quick
kiss. “Then you can go to bed.”

“What about you?” she
asked.

“I have a few things to
do, but I’ll be in the room down the hall.”

“Oh. Okay.” Pepper tried
not to look disappointed, but his gentle smile indicated she
failed.

“What’s wrong?” he
asked.

“Nothing’s wrong, I
guess.” She shrugged. “I just like sleeping with you.”

“I’m not sure how long my
business will take, love. I don’t want to wake you.” He slipped a
lock of hair behind her ear. “But if you’d like me to join you when
I’m done, I will.”

“Yes, please,” she said
quickly.

He chuckled and kissed her cheek. “Your wish
is my command.”

Pepper put a few things
away while Connall started the bath and then left her to make his
phone calls. Pepper piled her hair on top of her head, undressed,
and slipped into the warm water with a contented sigh.
This is perfect, baby. Thank you.

My pleasure, love.

Pepper smiled and closed her eyes.

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

AN URGENT KNOCK brought Pepper out of a
painful dream. Her head was pounding.

“Pepper?” Connall called
through the door.

“Huh?” she
said.

“Pepper!” Connall pressed
as he jiggled the doorknob.

“I’m here, Con.” She
realized the water was cold and she shivered as she stood and
grabbed a towel. “What’s wrong?”

“You haven’t answered me
in almost an hour. I thought you were asleep, but you weren’t in
bed,” he said.

“Sorry, babe. I must have
fallen asleep. I’ll be right out.”

She rushed to pull on her pajamas and then
stepped into the bedroom.

Connall stood, typing into his phone. He
looked up and smiled. “Hi. Feel better?”

“Much,” she said. “Are you
done with work?”

“Almost. Just a couple
more emails.” He nodded to a glass on one of the nightstands. “I
brought you water and was going to leave you something for your
headache, but now that I’m here, I can take it away for
you.”

“Yes, please.” She
squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s working its way to a nasty
migraine.”

He set his phone down and laid his hands on
her head. She sighed as the relief wove its way through her skull.
It was almost instantaneous.

“Where were you all
through high school?” she complained.

“Pining for you,” he
retorted, and patted her on the bottom. “Now, go to bed. I’ll be in
soon.”

Pepper climbed into bed, waking to blinding
light, her head feeling as though it might explode. She stumbled
into the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face. It didn’t
help. When she returned to the bedroom, she noticed that although
it appeared Connall had slept in the bed, he wasn’t there now, and
neither were the painkillers that had been on the nightstand. She
flopped back on the mattress.

Con? Where are those pills? And where are
you?

“I’m here, sweetheart,” he
said as he slipped into the room, a tray in hand. “The pills are
right there, love.”

She covered her eyes with her hands. “I
couldn’t find them.”

“I’ll take care of you and
we can have breakfast.”

She shook her head, covering her mouth with
her hand in an effort not to throw up. Connall set the tray on the
nightstand and stretched out beside her, pulling her onto his
chest. He ran his hands over her scalp and she took a deep breath
and relaxed against him.

“That was a bad one,” he
murmured.

She shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”

“Oh, sweetheart, I’m
sorry.”

She raised her head and saw the pills
nestled by the lamp. “I see the pills now.” She glanced at him.
“What am I going to do if you’re not around?”

“When we’re bound, I won’t
have to touch you to heal you.”

She giggled. “Well, then, you should bind me
tomorrow.”

“Whenever you’re ready,
love.”

“How about
today?”

He chuckled.

“I’m serious.” She sat up.
“Can we do it today?”

“That might be a bit
soon.” He sat up as well. “I’d like to set up a few things
first.”

“You don’t need to make it
romantic, Con. I just want you.”

He shook his head.
“I want to make
it romantic, but it’s not just that. We’ll need to be prepared for
your change.”

“Oh, right.” She leaned
over him and grabbed a strawberry off the tray. “What do I need to
do?”

“Nothing. I’ll take care
of everything, but I still think we should wait.” Connall ran his
thumb over her bottom lip, wiping the juice from it, and then
licked his thumb.

“Why?” She took another
bite of the strawberry.

“Wouldn’t you like to take
some time to explore Scotland?”

“We’ll have plenty of
time.”

“I think you should have
time to look around a bit. So, we should really wait.”

“I disagree.” Pepper
frowned. “I think we should get the pain part out of the way, so we
can be free to enjoy everything together.”

“All of this can wait,
love.”

“Connall.” Pepper crossed
her arms. “Are you changing your mind?”

“No.”

“Then why are you being
weird all of a sudden?”

He ran his hands through his hair. “I didn’t
realize I was being weird.”

She laid her hand on his leg and sighed.
“Babe, I can handle a little pain. Sam’s proof that this whole
process won’t kill me.”

He climbed off the bed. “I know it won’t
kill you.”

“Okay, then. Let’s do it
tonight.”

“How about in a
week?”

“Con.” She stood and
looped her hands around his neck. “I don’t want to wait a week. I’d
like to do it tonight.”

“Well, I’m not doing it
here.”

“Oh? Where would you
rather ‘do it’?”

“At home. The home we’ll
live in together.”

“The big-ass
mansion.”

“It’s not
that big, Pepper,” he
argued.

She grinned. “Okay. Let’s do it at the ‘not
that big’ mansion.”

He squeezed his eyes shut and pulled her
close. “Let me make sure that works for Sam.”

“We need Sam?”

He nodded. “Aye. She’ll need to monitor you
and make sure that nothing goes wrong…unless you’d rather have
Kade.”

“Fine.” She rolled her
eyes. “Sam will work. She doesn’t need to be in the room when we
‘consummate’ the binding, does she?”

“Absolutely
not.”

“Good.” She kissed him.
“I’ll be fine, Con.”

“I think you should see
the house first, though.”

“Why? Afraid I’ll back
out?”

“No?” he said
unconvincingly.

“I’ve messed up your plan,
haven’t I?”

“Not at all.” Connall
chuckled. “It’s just that when I think I have you figured out, you
zig when I think you’re going to zag.”

Pepper grinned. “And that bugs you a lot a
bit?”

“‘A lot a
bit’?”

“More than a little, but
less than a lot…”

“Damn, I love you,” he
said, and kissed her.

They ended up back on the bed and Pepper
knew with the thoughts running around Connall’s mind that if one of
them didn’t stop, she’d be bound and going through the conversion
within a matter of seconds. She pushed on his chest and broke the
kiss, squeezing her eyes shut in an effort to block him out.

“Do you see why we can’t
wait?” she challenged.

He nodded and took a deep breath. “Why don’t
you get dressed and I’ll take you over to the house and then to see
Jonesy. If I bind you tonight, you won’t be able to do much for a
few days.”

“Okay.”

Connall left her to make arrangements and
Pepper dressed in her warmest and most comfortable clothes.

* * *

The weather was too cold for Pepper to walk
to the main house and she was grateful Connall warmed the car
before she climbed inside. Even if sixty-seven still felt cold to
her, it was a heck of a lot better than the arctic chill
outside.

Connall drove into the large garage attached
to the house and turned off the car. Pepper shook her head. The
garage was twice the size of her mother’s home and it housed four
cars, probably each worth more than her mother’s home.

“What?” Connall
asked.

“Boys and their
toys.”

“All of them serve a
purpose.”

“Really? Enlighten me.
What purpose does the Ferrari serve?”

He smiled. “Except the Ferrari. That one’s
just for fun.”

She sighed. “I’m nervous now.”

“Why?”

“What’s the inside of your
house going to look like if your garage is this
extravagant?”

“You can make any changes
to the house you want if you don’t like what you see.” He slid out
of the car and made his way to her side and opened the door. She
climbed out and took his hand. He gave her a gentle squeeze and led
her through a door that opened into a mudroom, filled with rubber
boots, coats and towels, and various sizes of shovels.

“Wow,” she said. “You’re
prepared.”

“We have to be when the
weather changes as often as it does,” he said and pushed through
another door, standing aside to let her walk ahead of
him.

Pepper entered the room and stalled. “Con,”
she whispered in awe.

“What’s wrong?”

She shook her head as she took in the space.
“Absolutely nothing.”

Pepper felt like she’d been transported into
a lodge more akin to something in Montana than what she’d imagined
a Scottish home would look like. The room was vaulted and dark
wooden beams were exposed in the ceiling, with a large picture
window that revealed a view of snow-covered trees that seemed to go
for miles.

“This place is
perfect.”

Large, overstuffed furniture was positioned
in front of a fireplace that had to be taller than Connall, and a
flat-screen television was hung artfully above the mantle.

Pepper shrugged off her coat and turned to
face Connall. “I really thought a place this big would be cold and
uninviting.”

“This is my favorite room
in the house,” he said. “I just hope you like the rest.”

“Lead the way.”

Connall led her from the great room, through
a giant foyer, and up a wide staircase that just happened to be
identical to the one on the opposite side of the entrance. Pepper
felt like she was visiting a governor’s mansion in some historic
state.

“This is out of
control.”

He squeezed her hand. Once at the top of the
stairs, they turned right and walked down a hallway. Double doors
opened to an anteroom of sorts and Pepper realized the house was
much, much larger than it appeared on the outside. Connall pushed
open another set of double doors and waited at the threshold for
Pepper to enter the room.

When she did, she tried not to gasp out
loud. A large four-poster bed, made for a giant apparently, sat
regally against a long wall. The dark wood, ornately carved with
different instruments and musical notes, gleamed like it had just
been waxed. A loveseat was positioned at the foot of the bed and as
Pepper stepped farther into the room, she noticed a large bay
window with two high-backed chairs and a table settled neatly in
the alcove. She noticed the table had a similar motif as the
bed.

“This is beautiful,” she
said and turned to face Connall. “Where did you find the
furniture?”

“We have a master
craftsman in our clan,” he said, and took her hand. “Wait until you
see the bathrooms.”

She paused. “Who?”

“It’s not
important.”

She giggled. “The only time you get that
look on your face is when you talk about Max.”

“What look?”

“You look a bit like you
might throw up.” She pointed to him. “The one you’ve got on your
mug right about now.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.
Anyway, I thought we’d find different furniture together. Which is
part of the reason I’d like to wait.”

“Find something else? Why?
This is gorgeous.” She gave his hand a squeeze. “It’s not like Max
fashioned it out of a tree or anything, right? I love
it.”

Connall shook his head. “No. But his father
did.”

“Really?”

“Aye. Years ago.” Connall
sighed. “He taught some of his trade to Max and Niall. Max has used
that knowledge to build some pretty impressive guitars.”

She grinned. “Can’t wait to see them.”

He rolled his eyes and tugged on her hand.
“Come with me. There are two bathrooms with a large closet and
dressing room in between. You can pick which one you like.”

“I’ll just take the one
you’re not using.”

“I don’t use either of
them.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I’ve never slept
here.”

“What?” she said in
surprise. “Where do you sleep?”

“Downstairs. I’ll show you
in a bit. I saved this room for you.”

She frowned. “So we won’t sleep
together?”

“Sorry. Yes, we will. I
mean, I have been saving it for when I met you. This would be our
private escape, away from the rest of the house.” He smiled. “Away
from the children’s wing.”

“There’s a wing…for the
children?” she whispered. “But I don’t want to sleep away from our
children. Certainly not a wing away.”

“We’ll sort it
out.”

“I want to raise our
children, Con. Not some nanny.”

“Whatever you want. Okay?”
He squeezed her arms. “Don’t overload on me, love. You’ll get used
to this.”

She took a deep breath. “Can I pick a
bathroom later? I’d like to see where you sleep.”

“Of course.”

He led her back to the landing, but instead
of descending the main staircase, he led her down another hallway,
perpendicular to the one leading to the master suite and then down
two sets of stairs. At the bottom of the stairs, he pushed open a
door and she followed him into a relatively normal-sized room,
similar to the Moores’ family room. There were a couple of chairs
and a matching sofa surrounding another large-screen television
mounted on the wall. She could see a wet bar, with what looked like
a dishwasher, sink, and a side-by-side refrigerator installed
seamlessly into the woodwork. There were three other doors that
must lead to other rooms, but they were closed, so she didn’t know
what they would open to reveal.

“There’s a bathroom
there.” Connall pointed to a door at the back of the room then led
her in through another door which she guessed was his bedroom,
considering it had a large bed in it. “And this is my
room…was my
room.”

She was surprised to find there wasn’t much
to the space. It was immaculate, but sparsely furnished with one
dresser and a closet.

“It’s nice,” she
said.

“It works.”

“What’s through the other
door? The one that’s not the bathroom.”

He grinned. “My second favorite place in the
house.”

“Ooh, show me,
please.”

He led her back through the main room and
opened the door. To her left was a glass booth and as she moved
farther into the room, she squealed in surprise. “Recording studio?
Shut up!” She walked the perimeter, in awe of the guitars hanging
on the wall.

Connall pulled one from the wall, a
periwinkle-blue electric, her favorite color, and plugged it into
one of the amps on the floor. As soon as he strummed, she stomped
her foot and groaned. “You sneaky snake!”

He grinned and started to play one of the
riffs from her favorite Fallen Crown song.

“It’s you. You’re the
guitarist on those songs!” She cupped his face with her hands and
lifted his chin. “I absolutely want to kill you right
now.”

He laughed. “Are you as impressed with me as
you are with Max?”

“I have always been far
more impressed with you, silly man.” She kissed him. “What I don’t
get is that the credits list a D.C.G. as the guitarist. Do you have
another name you’re not copping to?”

“Doctor Connall Gunnach.
The band has always called me Doc. It’s annoying as hell, but it’s
my lot in life.”

She clapped her hands and grinned. “Play
more.”

“Later.” He stood and
placed the guitar back on its hook. “I promise. I have more to show
you.”

“But…but…” She pointed to
the drum set. “I want to see more of this. Is this where Niall did
the drum tracks?”

“No. He did the drums at
Max’s studio. Those are mine.”

“You play?”

“Better than I play
guitar,” he admitted. “Percussion was my first
instrument.”

She turned slowly to face him and ran her
hands up his chest. “If you don’t bind me tonight, I will hurt
you.”

He laughed and wrapped his
arms around her, lifting her off the ground. “Hmm, had I known the
ability to play music turned you on so much, I may have revealed
that before you
met Max.”

She wrinkled her nose. “When you bind me,
does that mean you’ll stop worrying about what’s-his-name?”

“What’s-his-name?”

“The man who pales in
comparison to you, my love.”

“Oh, him.” Connall smiled.
“That is good to know, and yes, I’ll probably stop
worrying.”

“Put me down so we can
call Sam.”

“We’ll call her in a bit.”
He lowered her to the ground. “The phone won’t work in
here.”

“Is this you
stalling?”

“Not at all. We built the
studio this way for a reason. We don’t want our sessions
interrupted. You’ll be able to use your phone once we get
upstairs.”

He led her back up the stairs and down yet
another hallway. Pepper was convinced she’d need a map to navigate
the place. They walked through one room that Connall informed her
was the butler’s pantry…she wasn’t quite ready to ask if he had a
butler …and then into the kitchen.

This was the point in the tour that Pepper
thought she might lose it. Connall grabbed her hands and gave them
a gentle squeeze. “Deep breaths.”

She nodded and did as he suggested.
“This…this kitchen is bigger than my mother’s house, Con.” She
glanced around the room. “How am I going to keep this house clean?
I’m just one person.”

“We have staff,
love.”

She relaxed a bit. “Like a housekeeper?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Okay. How often does
she come?”

He cleared his throat. “She lives here.”

“Here, here? Like, in the
house?”

“Aye.”

Pepper pulled her hands from Connall’s. “I
don’t know if I can do that. I know I hate to live alone, but I
also don’t know if I can live with a bunch of other people. I
really like my privacy.”

Connall shook his head.

“What?”

“Don’t freak
out.”

She settled her hands on her hips. “Telling
me not to freak out only makes me freak out.”

“We have
staff, love. More than
one person.”

She felt the prick of tears. She was
overwhelmed with the magnitude of his life.

“You won’t even know
they’re here, sweetheart. They have their own quarters and a few of
them live in the other homes on the property.”

“Do they wear uniforms and
act like servants?”

“Not at all. Well, Dick
and Helen wear uniforms if we’re hosting royals, or there’s a
formal council meeting, but for the most part, they just dress
however they like.”

“So it’s not like in
Downton Abbey?” Con stifled a laugh and Pepper scowled. “Don’t
laugh at me.”

“I’m not, sweetheart.
Truly! It’s just that when you meet Dick and Helen, you’ll realize
how down to earth they are.”

“There’s just the two of
them?”

“Well. No. They just do
all the hiring and manage the day-to-day running of the household
and grounds.” He held his arm out to her. “Come here.”

She bit her lip but let him wrap his arms
around her. Her heart returned to normal and she relaxed against
his chest.

Voices sounded from the back of the house.
The door opened and an attractive woman who looked to be in her
fifties entered the kitchen followed by a man about the same age.
They carried linen grocery bags and stalled when they caught sight
of Con and Pepper.

“Oh, my…ah…Doctor
Gunnach,” the woman said as she set the bags on the counter. “I’m
sorry, sir. We don’t mean to disturb you.”

“No, you’re fine, Helen,”
Connall said with a smile. “Pepper, this is Dick and Helen
Smith.”

Pepper reached to help Dick with his bags.
“Hi. It’s nice to meet you.”

“It’s lovely to meet you
too,” Helen said.

“Let us deal with this,
m’lady,” Dick said. “You must be tired after your long
trip.”

Pepper stepped away, feeling like an errant
child. Connall laid his hand on her back.

Helen pulled celery from one of the bags and
opened the fridge. “We’ll just put the groceries away and get out
of your hair.”

“Why don’t you leave them,
Helen,” Connall suggested. “We’ll put everything away.”

Dick looked taken aback. “No, we—”

Helen grabbed her husband’s hand, cutting
off his argument. She smiled gently at Pepper and then addressed
Connall. “Thank you, sir. We’d certainly appreciate the help.” She
dragged her husband from the room and closed the door behind
them.

“They looked at me like I
was an alien,” Pepper said as she opened cabinets and tried to find
where the various items went. It wasn’t difficult. Everything had a
specific place and she was quite impressed with the
organization.

“No, they were just
surprised I offered to help. Helen doesn’t typically let me in the
kitchen unless it’s to eat.”

“I can see why Helen
doesn’t let you in the kitchen,” Pepper said as he set soup mix on
the top shelf of the refrigerator.

“Eh?”

“That doesn’t get
refrigerated.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

She smiled. “Just sit there and look pretty,
I’ll take care of this.”

He sat on one of the tall barstools while
Pepper finished putting the groceries away. When she was finished,
he held his hand out to her.

Connall pulled her between his legs, and she
looped her arms around his neck. “I don’t know if I can do this,
Con. It’s not me.”

“Outside of the bonding
and your recovery, if you feel like you can’t be here, we can stay
in the guest house as long as you need to.”

She cocked her head. “Really?”

“Really. Although, I’d
love it if you’d give this place a chance, because I don’t want to
have to move that bed upstairs.”

“What’s wrong with the bed
at the other house?”

“Way too small.”

She leaned against him again. “I’ll give
this place a chance.”

“Thank you,” he said.
“Maybe we should wait until you feel a bit more comfortable here
before I bind you.”

“Nice try.” She pulled
away from him and slid her phone from her pocket. “I’m calling Sam
now.”

“I’ll make you
lunch.”

“You’ll
make me lunch?”

He opened the refrigerator. “I make a mean
cucumber sandwich, if you must know.”

Pepper smiled. “Sounds yummy. Thank
you.”

While Connall went about fixing lunch,
Pepper called Sam. The call went to voicemail, so she left a
message and took a seat at the enormous island just as Connall’s
phone rang.

He wiped his hands on a towel and answered
the call. “Hi, Kade. No, we’re at the house. I’m making lunch.
Yeah, that sounds good. Ride on over. Come through the back.
’Bye.”

“Ride over?” Pepper
asked.

“They wanted to know if we
wanted to go for a ride with them.”

“And you said yes, as you
should.”

Connall grinned and went back to the
sandwiches. “Of course. Ahearn’s tacking up two horses for us.”

Pepper sagged on the barstool. “Right.
Because Jonesy’s in quarantine.”

“Not for long, love,”
Connall promised. “And you’ll like Viking. He’s a
beauty.”

“Viking?”

Connall handed her a sandwich. “One of my
Friesians.”

“Oooh, pretty! I’ve never
ridden one of those.”

“I can’t wait to hear your
opinion.”

“Yoo-hoo,” Sam called from
the back of the house.

“In here,” Connall said,
and slipped out the door briefly, returning with Sam and
Kade.

“Hi, Pepper.” Kade kissed
her cheek and then went straight for the fridge, pulling out four
beers and opening them.

“Hi,” Pepper
said.

Sam wore khaki jodhpurs, tall black boots,
and a white down vest over a black sweater. Her hair was swept away
from her face and pulled into a bun at the base of her neck.

“You look ready for a
show,” Pepper said as she hugged Sam.

Sam chuckled. “Well, my husband won’t let me
jump on a horse without the proper safety gear. This vest is bullet
proof.”

“It’s not? Is
it?”

“Sort of. It has the stuff
in it that bull riders wear. To protect the chest.” Sam sat on the
stool next to Pepper and reached for a sandwich. “I’m
starving.”

Pepper handed her a napkin. “Con’s got
cucumber sandwiches down to an art form.”

Sam took a bite and hummed in appreciation.
“Yum.”

As Kade and Connall talked about where they
would explore with the horses, Pepper used their distraction to
conspire with Sam. “I want Con to bind me tonight, but he’s trying
to delay it.”

Sam wiped her mouth and sighed. “He’s not
happy about the pain part of the process.”

“He said you’d need to be
there.”

“It would be a good idea,”
Sam said. “I’ll talk to him. Tonight’s actually good for me. Kade’s
got a business call and I’d be roaming until he was done. None of
the rest of the family will be here until tomorrow, and since you
aren’t staying at the house with me, I won’t have anyone for
distraction.”

“You have to convince
Connall, then. Honestly, I just want this over and done
with.”

“Ahh, romance,” Sam
retorted. “So lost on you.”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah.
Whatever.”

“I’ll take care of
it.”

“Thanks.”

“Do you have the stuff we
bought before we left?”

Pepper blushed. “My cheap excuse for a
wedding trousseau? Yes.”

Sam giggled. “I give you six months before
you’re demanding La Perla.”

“I don’t even know what
that is.”

“You will,” Sam
promised.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

PEPPER STOOD IN what would be “her” bathroom
in the big house, staring at herself in the mirror. She wore the
periwinkle-blue baby-doll underwear she had picked out when
shopping with Sam. The lingerie fit everywhere except the bust.
Pepper wasn’t overly concerned, considering this was her mating
night and a potential wardrobe malfunction wouldn’t be seen as a
hindrance, but she had to admit, she was still nervous.

Sam had convinced Connall that she’d make
sure Pepper was safe during the conversion and Pepper had reminded
him that it was going to happen sooner or later. Wouldn’t it be
better to start their lives together sooner?

Pepper adjusted the
top. Mating night. What a strange
phrase.

She heard Connall’s chuckle.

Well, it is.

Think of it as your
wedding night instead.

Yeah, that doesn’t really help.

All on your time, love. We can wait.

I don’t want to wait. I’m simply making an
observation.

Fair enough.

She smiled.
Besides. I’m looking forward to
blowing—

Promises, promises!

Dr. Gunnach, let me finish.

He chuckled again.
I will gladly let you finish…in here.

You’re beyond redeemable,
my love. But I promise I’ll still blow your mind.
She grinned as she ran her light pink lip gloss
over her lower lip and pressed her lips together.
I hope you like cotton candy.

What’s cotton candy?

You know the stuff you get at a fair? Sugar
spun into web-like confectionary?

Ahh, we call it candy floss. I do like it.
Why?

You’ll find out.

Tonight?

Pepper giggled.
Keep your pants on.

The goal is to take them off, love.

She studied herself in the
mirror again. Satisfied with what she saw, she took a deep
breath. Ready?

The bathroom door opened and Connall stepped
inside, letting out a quiet whistle. “You are exquisite.”

Pepper settled her hands on her hips and
frowned. “You were supposed to close your eyes so I could do a
grand reveal.”

“You have revealed that
you’re grand.” He grinned and Pepper’s breath caught as she studied
him. He wore black flannel pj bottoms that hung from his hips and a
black wife-beater that seriously hid nothing, and made her wonder
why such a sexy article of clothing was given such a nasty name.
She could still see the outline of his chiseled-in-granite chest
and knew that when she touched him, his six-pack would feel more
like twelve.

She licked her lips and met his eyes. “You
are gorgeous.”

He shook his head as he closed the distance
between them. “Not even close to you, sweetheart. That color on you
does things to me.”

Connall slid his hands over her hips and
Pepper shivered.

“Cold?”

“No.” She bit her lip.
“Horny.”

He laughed and cupped her face. “I love
you.”

“I love you too.” She
grinned and slipped her hands under his shirt, confirming the
tightness of his stomach. “Can we stop talking now?”

He leaned down to kiss her and without
breaking the kiss, lifted her so that she could wrap her legs
around his waist.

“What is on your lips?” he
asked. “It’s delicious.”

Pepper giggled and ran her hands through his
hair. “Cotton-candy-flavored lip gloss.”

He kissed her again. “I think wearing that
needs to be part of your daily routine.”

“I’ll keep that in
mind.”

Connall carried her into the bedroom, set
her on her feet, and kissed her again. He broke the kiss and set
about pouring champagne. Pepper wrinkled her nose.

“You don’t want
champagne?” he asked.

“Later. Right now, I want
to get naked.”

He chuckled and handed her a glass. “So
impatient.”

“Yes. I am.” She set the
glass down and reached for his. “Why aren’t you a little more
eager?”

He shook his head.
“I am eager.”

She took his glass from his hand and set it
next to hers. “Con?” When he didn’t answer immediately, she reached
for his hand and linked her fingers with his. “Hey. I’m going to be
okay.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“Do you?”

“Aye,” he said. “I do. I
just want to spare you the pain.”

“I appreciate that. But
you can’t and I’m okay with that.”

“I could bind you but use
protection,” he suggested.

“And how would that
shelter me from the pain?”

“You wouldn’t go through
the change.”

“But then we wouldn’t be
truly bound, right?”

“It would be similar to a
wedding ceremony. We’d be married, but physically
unconsummated.”

“Which just postpones the
pain.” Pepper pulled her hand from his and crossed her arms. “Don’t
you want me to go through the change?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Don’t be
ridiculous. Of course I do.”

“I’m ridiculous?” She smacked his chest with her palm.
“Really?”

“Pepper.”

“It’s fine, Con. We can
wait.” She raised her hands in surrender. “Or not do it at all.
Either way.” She stalked into the bathroom and slammed the
door.

* * *

Connall shook his head. He was mucking
everything up and he couldn’t explain to her why he was pushing the
one person he loved more than life away. The thought of her in pain
undid him. He couldn’t bring himself to watch her go through
it.

He didn’t have long to dwell on his
thoughts.

Pepper returned, slamming
the door again on her way back in. She jabbed a finger at him and
took a deep breath. “You do not
get to do this. You don’t get to stand there and
freak out because you have to watch me in pain. I’m the one that will be
feeling it! I love you.
You’ve given me everything! It’s my turn to reciprocate. I think
it’s a fair trade.”

He rushed her. Pulling her into his arms, he
kissed her with a desperation he’d never felt before. She was the
best part of him. He would give her anything.

“I’m sorry,” he said and
kissed her again. “I love you so much.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck.
“Forgiven. I love you too. Even if you’re more of a woman than
me.”

He laughed. “You’re going to kill me.”

“I will if you don’t get
on with the binding.”

“So romantic,
sweetheart.”

She smiled. “I just talked you down off the
ledge. I’m distracting you so you don’t climb back up.”

He kissed her again.
“Ég gef þér allt sem ég er, allt sem ég
vil vera og allt sem ég get verið.”

She sighed. “That’s what I’m supposed to
say, huh?”

He nodded. “I’m going to say it again.
You’re going to repeat it and then we’ll say it together.
Ready?”

“More than
ready.”

“Ég gef þér allt ég, allt
sem ég vil vera og allt sem ég er að verða,” he
whispered.

“Ég gef þér allt sem ég
er, allt sem ég vil vera og allt sem ég get verið,” Pepper said,
stumbling over the words. He helped her by thinking the words again
for her.

As she finished the last word, he felt her
falter. She giggled and gripped his shoulders. “That’s a little
different.”

“Yes, it is,” he agreed,
wrapping his arms tighter around her waist.

“Sam said I’d feel a
little faint…I thought she was teasing.”

He smiled. “Ready?”

She nodded.

“Ég er þinn að eilífu.
Eining okkar mun aldrei bresta.”

 “Ég er þín að eilífu
Eining okkar mun aldrei bresta,” Pepper repeated. “I think we
should sit down for the rest.”

“One more line to repeat,
love, and then I’ll take you to bed.” He stroked her cheek.
“Ást mín er alger.”

“Ást mín er alger.” She
raised an eyebrow. “Is that it?”

He shook his head. “We have to say it
together, but I think we should do that in bed.”

He lifted her and carried her to the
mattress. He laid her down and stretched out beside her. She pulled
at his shirt with a groan. “I want this off.”

He chuckled and pulled it over his head and
nodded toward her top. “Ditto.”

She grinned and handed him the ribbon
holding her lingerie closed. “Have at it, baby.”

He held the tie and gave her an evil grin.
“Together,” he instructed.

She nodded.

“Ég gef þér allt sem ég
er, allt sem ég vil vera og allt sem ég get verið. Ég er þinn að
eilífu. Eining okkar mun aldrei bresta. Ást mín er
alger.”

As they said the last word, Connall tugged
the ribbon, unwrapping the best gift he’d ever been given. “You are
magnificent.”

“So are you.” Pepper
stroked his cheek. “I give you everything I am, all I want to be,
and all I can be. I’m yours forever. Our bond will never be broken.
My love is absolute.”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Make love to
me.”

Connall hesitated, the fear of her imminent
pain fighting against his desire to love the half-naked woman in
his arms.

“Con,” Pepper
admonished.

He took a deep breath and forced a smile.
“I’m working it out, love.”

Pepper slipped her hand under the waistband
of his pj’s. “Work it out faster.”

His resolve crumbled, earning a triumphant
chuckle from Pepper. He tried to take it slow, but once he had her
under him, he was lost.

* * *

When she thought she would die on the spot,
Pepper fell over Connall’s body and tried to catch her breath.
“Wow.”

Connall pulled the top sheet over them. “I’m
sorry that was quick, love.”

She giggled. “Did I give the impression I
was complaining?”

He shook his head. “I had intended on
blowing—”

“You did.” She laid her
hand over his mouth, cutting off the rest of his sentence. “Man,
you need constant reassurance, don’t you?”

He nibbled her fingers. “I promise it will
get better.”

She frowned. “Are you being serious right
now?”

He grinned. “No?”

“Good answer.” She sat
up.

He slipped an arm behind his head and
watched her. “What are you doing?”

She studied her hip. “I’m looking for the
mark.”

Connall had a birthmark located between his
belly button and right hip, shaped a bit like Tennessee. Sam had
told her the first physical sign the change was coming would be the
appearance of the same birthmark on her body, but on her left hip.
The mirror image of his.

“Let’s not rush it,” he
said.

She smiled and stretched out beside him.
“What are you going to be like when we have kids?”

He pulled her close and ran his fingers over
her side. “You’ll have a lot of drugs.”

Pepper shook her head. “No way, buddy. I
want all natural.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“Damn.”

She giggled, but stalled when something that
felt like a hot poker stabbed at her stomach. She was so unprepared
for the sudden pain, she let out a frightened whimper and then
quickly berated herself. So much for her plan to keep the pain from
him.

“Pepper?”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m fine.”

Connall sat up and gently rolled her onto
her back. “The mark.”

She glanced down at her body. She had the
identical mark to his, and it was brown. “Wow. That was fast.”

He climbed off the bed and pulled on his pj
pants and shirt. “It’s not red. We have some time.”

Another stab shot through her belly and she
bit her lip to keep from groaning.

Pepper,
he admonished. If you
need to scream, scream.

I’m okay.

“I’m okay,” she said
again, this time out loud. She gripped her stomach and rolled into
a fetal position. Connall grabbed his phone and Pepper heard his
voice, but the pain was so severe, she couldn’t comprehend the
words. She managed to stay quiet until the pain in her legs began.
As the pain shot into her calves, she whimpered.

Connall rushed to her side and laid his hand
on her forehead. “You’re burning up, love. Time to get you in the
tub.”

Pepper’s skin was on fire. She felt like
everything was burning. She bit her lip again, pain slicing through
her body from head to toe. Connall lifted her and carried her into
his bathroom, where someone had filled the tub with ice. Her pain
eased somewhat as he slid her into the frozen water, and Pepper
couldn’t stop the sigh of relief. For the first time in her life,
she was glad she was somewhere cold.

“Och, love, yer bleedin’.”
Connall pulled her lip gently from her teeth and laid a washcloth
over it. “You’ve bit through your lip, sweetheart.”

“I’m okay, Con. It’s just
a little blood,” she rasped as she pressed the cloth against her
mouth.

“Connall?” Sam called
through the door. “Let me know when you want me.”

“I’m going to have her
check your heart, love,” Connall said.

Pepper nodded.

Connall laid a towel length-wise over Pepper
for modesty and pulled the door open.

Sam smiled at him. “How’s her pain?”

He frowned. “Much worse than she will
admit.”

“Sounds like her. Have you
been able to give her any relief?”

Connall looked over at Pepper and then
focused back on Sam. “I’ve tried, but I’m not sure I’m making a
difference.”

Sam made her way to the tub and knelt down
beside it. Pepper forced a smile and glanced at Connall. “Can I
have some water please, baby? Some with ice? Not from the
faucet.”

He hesitated but then gave her a curt nod
and left the room.

Pepper grabbed Sam’s arm. “I can’t do
this.”

“Yes, you can. I promise.
In a few hours, you’ll sleep, and in a day or two, you’ll feel
better than you ever have.” Sam wrapped her hand around Pepper’s
wrist.

Pepper whimpered. “It hurts. Don’t touch
me.”

Sam’s voice was gentle. “I know it does. But
I need to check your pulse. When Con comes back, he’ll be able to
ease the pain.”

“I don’t want him to know
how much pain I’m in, Sam.” Pepper squeezed her eyes shut and let
Sam take her pulse despite the pain crawling up her arms. “He’s so
scared.”

“I know. But he can help
if you let him.”

Tears streamed down Pepper’s face. “I don’t
want him to regret this.”

Sam frowned. “Honey, he won’t!”

“Won’t what?” Connall
asked as he returned with a glass of water.

“Nothing,” Pepper said as
she took the glass and drank greedily.

“Let me check your heart,”
Sam said.

Pepper handed the glass back to Connall and
Sam laid the stethoscope diaphragm on Pepper’s chest. Connall knelt
beside the tub and stroked Pepper’s cheek. “She’s too warm.”

Pepper pressed her lips together in an
effort to not cry out at his touch. Although, when he kept his hand
against her face, she felt the pain ease somewhat.

“She’ll be okay, Con, I
promise,” Sam said, and then focused on Pepper. “Your heart’s
racing, which is to be expected.” She felt the water and glanced at
Connall. “The water’s warming, so we should get her out of the
tub.”

“What do you mean the
water’s warming?” Pepper asked. “It’s full of ice!”

“Your body’s heating the
water, which means it’s getting ready to make the conversion.” Sam
laid a palm over Pepper’s forehead. “Stay connected to Connall,
Pepper. He’ll be able to ease your pain.”

I won’t subject him to my
pain, she thought to
herself.

Connall scowled. “Yes, you will.”

Pepper gasped. “You heard that?”

“I did. And now that I’ve
figured out how you’ve been blocking me, love, you won’t be able to
do it anymore.” He stood and grabbed a dry towel.

“She can block you?” Sam
asked.

He nodded.

“How?”

Connall frowned. “I don’t know. I follow her
thoughts and will have a moment of clarity, but then it will be
gone.”

“Strange. I’ll have Fiona
look into that and then organize the staff and join you in a little
while. The sheets should already be on the bed.” Sam rose to her
feet then turned to Pepper. “Don’t be a hero.”

Pepper squeezed her eyes shut and took a
deep breath. She opened them again and grabbed for Connall. “I’m
sorry.”

“I know.” He knelt beside
the tub again and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Pepper. But I
need you to be honest with me.”

“Everything
burns.”

He laid his palm against hers and closed his
eyes. Pepper felt the pain dissipate and she sighed in relief.

“Better?” he
asked.

She nodded. “Thank you.”

Without breaking contact, Connall pulled the
plug and then removed the wet towel from Pepper’s body and dropped
it into the sink.

“I’m going to lift you,
Pepper. Stay connected to me.”

She looped her arm around his neck and did
her best to hold on as he lifted her. Wrapping the dry towel around
her, Connall carried her back into the bedroom. He settled her back
onto the large bed and Pepper sighed. “What are these? They’re so
soft.”

“They’re specially made
ice sheets, love. They will cool your body.”

Connall pulled the top sheet over her and
she ran her tongue over her lip. “My lip doesn’t hurt anymore.”

He smiled. “I know, love. It’s healed.”

She laid her fingers over her mouth. “That
fast?”

“Aye.”

“That’s so
cool.”

He smoothed her hair from her forehead.
“How’s your pain?”

“No more pain,” she said.
“Just sleepy.”

“Let me look at your
mark.” Connall pulled the sheet back and frowned. Red, but not
blood-red, yet.

“Is it bad?” she
asked.

“No. Not yet.”

“Will you lay here with
me?” Pepper asked.

“Gladly.”

He slid in beside her and Pepper smiled as
she snuggled against him. “I never thought I’d like this, let alone
love it.”

“What?”

“Touch,” she
said.

“Oh, I did. I’m
irresistible.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and settled her
head on his shoulder.

She giggled, but her laugh was cut short by
a yawn.

“Sleep, love.”

She yawned again and scooted her body higher
so she could kiss him. “Only if you don’t go anywhere.”

“I’m going to change, but
I promise I’ll join you right after.”

“Even if I’m asleep,” she
demanded.

“Even if you’re asleep. I
promise.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Because I’ll
know.”

“Will you now?”

“I will.” She tapped her
temple. “E.S.P.”

He chuckled.
“Really?”

She smiled as her eyes drooped closed. “It’s
one of my new abilities.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,”
he whispered, knowing she didn’t hear him. She was already
asleep.

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

CONNALL SLIPPED FROM the bed, trying his best
not to disturb Pepper, and took a quick shower. Once dressed, he
texted Sam and let her know that she could return anytime and then
climbed back into bed with Pepper. He settled her across his chest
and she sighed, snuggling closer to him. He smiled and kissed the
top of her head.

A quiet knock brought Samantha and two of
Kade’s housemaids. Bearnas and Iona were mother and daughter and
had been with his family since their arrival from Iceland. The
women had been caught in the middle of a bloody clan war at the
time and both of their husbands had been killed. Connall’s father
offered them refuge and they’d stayed with the family, assisting
with their acclimation to the Highlands.

The maids went about quietly preparing the
herbs and tea Pepper would need during the conversion, while Sam
stepped over to the bed and gently took Pepper’s wrist to check her
pulse. She smiled. “She looks calm.”

“Aye,” Connall
whispered.

“Her pulse is normal.” Sam
felt her forehead. “How’s her mark?”

He lifted the sheet and glanced at her
stomach. “Still red.”

“Not long now,” Sam said,
and squeezed Connall’s arm.

She made a notation in her iPad and Connall
assumed it was Pepper’s vitals. Ever the researcher, Sam wanted to
document every moment of the conversion process. She had taken both
Connall and Pepper’s blood before the binding and would take it
after in order to compare her findings.

Pepper stirred, drawing his focus. Without
warning, she sat straight up and screamed. Connall wrapped his arm
around her waist, and she screamed again and twisted, her fist
flying toward him.

He managed to catch her hand and pull her
arm behind her back. “Pepper. Sweetheart. It’s me. Wake up, love.”
He was finding it difficult to keep the sheet high enough for
modesty as she attempted to fight him. “Pepper. Wake up.”

It took several tries to calm her, but she
finally opened her eyes, blinking as though to bring him into
focus. “Con?”

“Hi,” he said he released
his hold.

“What
happened?”

“Are you in pain?” he
asked.

She shook her head. “No. Why?”

“Did you have a bad
dream?” Sam asked.

Pepper frowned in confusion. “I don’t know.
What are you doing here?”

Sam glanced at Connall and then back at
Pepper. “I’m here to help.”

“I thought you weren’t
coming until after.”

Sam’s eyes widened.

Pepper buried her head in
Connall’s neck and whispered, “Who are those other people.
Þú sagðir mér ekki að yrði fleira
fólk.” (You didn’t tell me there would be
other people.)

Connall sent the staff a
nod and they quickly scurried from the room. “It
is after,
love.”

“What?” Pepper sat up on
her knees, yanking at the sheet as she wrapped it tighter around
her body. “We’re bound?”

“Aye, love. You don’t
remember?”

Pepper shook her head, her hair falling
across her shoulders. Connall noticed the ends of her hair were
darkening, but he was pulled from his confusion by Sam’s
question.

“What’s the last thing you
remember?” she asked.

“Um…” Pepper pressed her
lips together. “Ég var að fá
tilbúinn.” (I was getting
ready.)

“Do you remember anything
after?” Connall asked.

“Eiginlega
ekki...alveg...ég er ekki viss,” (Not
really…sort of…I’m not sure), she said.

Sam leaned forward and narrowed her
eyes.

“What?” Pepper
asked.

“Do you even realize
you’re speaking Icelandic?”

Pepper snorted. “I don’t
know how that’s possible. Ég tala ekki
íslensku.” (I don’t speak
Icelandic.)

“Fascinating,” Sam mused,
and noted something in her tablet.

“Are you studying me?”
Pepper snapped.

Sam shook her head and set the iPad down. “I
would never.”

Pepper rolled her eyes.
“Þú hefur aldrei verið góður lygari,
Sam.” (You’ve never been a good liar,
Sam.)

Sam stared at Connall. “How does she speak
it with a perfect accent? I still sound like an idiot when I speak
it.”

“I’m not speaking Icelandic,” Pepper
insisted.

“I don’t know,” Connall
said. “Is Fi at the house? She might be able to find out how
Pepper’s doing this.”

“Yes. Everyone
is.”

“Oh, please,” Pepper
droned. “Let’s all talk about me like I’m not in the
room.”

“Sorry, love.” Connall
smiled and then focused back on Sam. “Ask Kade to have her look
through the book.”

Sam nodded. “Good idea.” Sam closed her eyes
to “speak” with her mate.

Pepper slid the sheet to
the side, still keeping herself covered, but exposing her new
birthmark. It was redder than it had been. She turned fear-filled
eyes to Connall. “Þetta þýðir að
sársaukinn kemur, ekki satt?” (This means
the pain’s coming, right?)

“Aye.”

“How bad?”

“Pepper, you’ve already
gone through some of it,” Sam said. “You did great.”

“I have? I
did?”

Connall sat back on the bed. “Can’t you
remember anything?”

She shook her head.

“At all?”

“No.” Pepper’s eyes filled
with tears. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,
sweetheart.” He pulled her close and kissed her temple. “But we’ll
figure it out.”

Pepper whimpered and Connall loosened his
hold on her.

“I’m going to be sick,”
she rasped and headed for the bathroom. She didn’t quite make it,
as she got tangled in the sheet and would have fallen if Connall
hadn’t caught her. She groaned as she went to all fours on the
floor.

Connall grabbed a bowl and held it under her
chin. He was frustrated that his ability to ease her pain only went
so far. He wanted to take all of her discomfort away.

When her stomach calmed, she grasped his
hand, her eyes filling with tears. “It hurts. I feel like I’m being
stabbed.”

“This is the worst part,”
Sam said. “She’ll be fine, Con. I promise. I’ll be back in a
bit.”

Sam slipped out of the room and Connall
guided Pepper back onto the bed. She rolled onto her side and
clutched her stomach. She was eerily quiet, her soft shallow
breathing the only noise coming from her.

Connall slid his body against hers and she
started.

Stop, she hissed in her mind as he laid his hand on her
thigh.

“Sorry, love. I want to
help with the pain.”

She slowly relaxed against him as he felt
her pain ebb.

“Better?” he
whispered.

Yes. Sorry. I know you can help me, but your
touch feels like a hot poker.

Only at first. Trust me, love.

He closed his eyes and concentrated on her.
Having only a basic knowledge of the human body, he was afraid he
wouldn’t be able to solve everything, but he did hope he could ease
her pain. Fiona had described the conversion as being similar to a
self-cleaning oven, burning anything that shouldn’t be in her new
Cauld Ane body.

For the first time in his life, he wished
he’d gone to medical school.

He felt her pain, felt the burning sensation
in her stomach and tried not to react. He didn’t know how she could
possibly endure this without passing out or screaming.

Don’t, Con. Please. I can’t worry about you
and deal with this pain at the same time, baby. I’ll be okay.

“Sorry,” he whispered, and
focused on her stomach, praying and willing the pain to die
down.

He felt her relax in degrees, finally
stretching out of her fetal position with a sigh.

“How’s the pain now?” he
asked.

“It’s at about a five,”
she said and shifted onto her back.

He scooted back to give her room, but took
her hand so they wouldn’t break contact. “Can I get you
anything?”

“I’m really thirsty,” she
said.

“I’ll get you some
water.”

He rolled off the bed and made his way to
the bathroom, only to be stilled by her sudden pain and rising
panic. “Damn it.” He rushed back into the bedroom and took her
hand. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I shouldn’t have broken
contact.”

She bit her lip and squeezed her eyes shut.
Connall grabbed his phone and scrolled down to Sam’s number, but
she appeared in the doorway before he could call her.

“Okay, that’s so weird,”
Sam said.

“What?” Connall
asked.

“I could feel her in
trouble. Like a warning vibration in my body.”

“That’s normal.” Connall
smiled. “You’re sisters now. Not just by law.”

Sam stepped inside and set her iPad down.
“What can I do?”

“She’s
thirsty.”

“Okay. I’ll get some
water.” Sam stepped into the bathroom.

Connall climbed back on the bed and pulled
Pepper to him again. “Shhh, sweetheart. I’ve got you.” Again, her
body began to relax and she was able to stretch out on her back.
“Still thirsty?”

She nodded and he helped her sit up while
Sam handed her the water. “What’s your pain level, Pepper?”

“About a six,” Pepper
said.

Sam nodded. “Okay. That’s good. You’re doing
great.” She took the glass from Pepper and set it on the
nightstand. “You should be able to sleep soon. Try not to fight it.
When you wake up, we’ll fill you with a surprisingly disgusting
herb tea.”

“Joy,” Pepper
rasped.

* * *

Pepper came awake as a beam of sunlight shone
on her face, and she wondered at the glorious sensations moving
through her body. Soft sheets touched her skin and her back was
against a hard chest. She smiled and snuggled closer to Connall,
and then quickly realized she was naked. She opened her eyes and
frowned. They were in the bedroom. The one he said was just for
them.

Connall stirred next to her, and Pepper
rolled to face him. His eyes flew open and he smiled, although his
expression was one of concern. “Hi,” he whispered. “Whoa, your hair
is dark, love.”

She shook her head. He was
speaking gibberish. “Hvað?” (What?”)

“How do you
feel?”

“Hvað?”

“Pepper?”

“Já?”

He gave her a strange
look.. “Hvernig líður
þér?” (How do you feel?)

“Mér líður frábærlega, en
ég er ráðvillt,” (I feel great, but I’m
confused), she said, and tucked the sheet tighter around her
body.

“Af hverju ertu
ráðvillt?” (Why are you
confused?)

“Ég geri ráð fyrir því þar
sem ég er nakin, að við séum bundin.” (I
can only assume that if I’m naked, we are bound.)

He frowned. “Aye…já”

“Hvers vegna man ég ekki
eftir því??” (Why don’t I
remember?)

He sighed and rolled onto his back, his
hands covering his face. “I don’t know.” He faced her again. “Do
you remember anything?”

She sighed in frustration.
“Ég skil ekki hvað þú ert að
segja.” (I don’t understand what you’re
saying.)

“Manstu
nokkuð?” (Do you remember
anything?)

“Ég man að ég var að
undirbúa mig...og að ég vildi ekki kampavín.” (I remember getting ready...and not wanting
champagne.)

“Manstu eftir heitunum
okkar?” (Do you remember the
vows?)

She bit her lip, tears
pricking her eyes. “Nei.”

“Gerir þú þér grein fyrir
því að þú ert að tala íslensku núna?” (Do
you realize you’re speaking Icelandic now?)

“Er ég að því? En ég tala
ekki íslensku.” (I am? But I don’t speak
Icelandic.)

“Gefðu mér eina
mínútu.” (Give me a minute.) Connall
climbed from the bed and grabbed his phone.

* * *

Connall scrolled down to Kade’s number and
pressed the call button. His brother answered after one ring. “Hi,
Con.”

“Something’s
wrong.”

“What’s going on?” Kade
asked.

“Pepper doesn’t remember
anything, including how to speak English.”

“What do you
mean?”

Connall glanced at Pepper, who was staring
at him in confusion. “She doesn’t remember anything about being
bound, and now she only seems to understand Icelandic.”

“Um hvað ertu að
tala?” (What are you talking
about?)

“Ég er að spyrja Kade
hvort hann geti hjálpað.” (I am asking
Kade if he can help.)

“We’re here, Connall,”
Kade said. “Sam didn’t want to leave, so we slept in the south
guest suite. Angus and Fiona arrived around midnight. I’ll tell her
to bring the book up, yes?”

Pepper pointed to the
bathroom. “Ég ætla að fara í
sturtu.” (I’m going to shower.)

“Bíddu. Leyfðu mér að
hjálpa þér.” (Wait. Let me help you.) She
nodded and Connall focused back on his conversation with Kade.
“Pepper vill fara í sturtu og klæða sig,
við hittumst svo niðri í aðalstofunni.”
(Pepper wants to take a shower and get dressed, then we'll see you
in the great room.)

Pepper was quite weak, so Connall helped her
from the bed and into the shower. Despite his worry for her, he
couldn’t block out the sexiness of his naked mate. He just wished
he could enjoy their shower in a different way. He sat her on the
shower bench and stripped down, stepping inside with her.

Their conversation was quite surreal,
considering it was all in Icelandic. He felt like he had to switch
on a different part of his brain to communicate with her. He rarely
spoke in his native tongue anymore, as they’d lived in Scotland for
so long. Outside of council meetings, it was rarely used.

Once she was dry and dressed, Pepper sat on
the vanity stool, wearing a black pair of yoga pants and a soft
blue shirt, smoothing lotion onto her face while Connall pulled on
jeans and a T-shirt.

Pepper’s quiet gasp echoed in the room.

“What’s wrong?” Connall
asked in Icelandic.

“My hair! It’s dark…and
almost red,” Pepper said as she studied her image in the
mirror.

Connall nodded. “I noticed that.”

“But I’m not a brunette.”
Tears slid down her face. “Will I change back to
normal?”

Connall knelt in front of her and took her
hands, gently kissing her knuckles. “I don’t know if you’ll go back
to blonde, sweetheart, but it doesn’t matter. You’re the most
beautiful woman in the world. I quite like the dark…your eyes are
even brighter now.”

She bit her lip.

“We’re going to figure
this out, sweetheart.”

She stared at him. “What if nothing changes?
What if I never remember?”

“You will.”

“What if I
don’t?”

“Then we’ll do the
ceremony again,” he said, and rose to his feet. “We’ll create a new
memory.”

“I do feel different,” she
said.

“Physically?” he asked as
he secured his watch to his wrist.

“Yes, but…” She shook her
head. “I know you…my soul…it knows you. I understand what you mean
by us not breaking up.”

He sighed in relief and knelt in front of
her again. “Oh, sweetheart, that’s all I care about. You recognize
me as your mate, the rest will work itself out.”

“But I want to remember
everything, Con. I want to remember the words and our first time
making love.” She cupped his face. “I want to remember what I felt
when you bound me.”

He grinned. “Ahh, so you’re also turning
into a romantic, I see.”

“Don’t get too excited,
buddy,” she retorted as she braided her hair.

“Come on. Everyone’s
waiting downstairs. Fiona has been researching like crazy. There
might be something in the book about why your memory has been
affected.”

“What book?”

“Our family ancestral
book. Generations have written down information about our clan over
the years.”

Pepper secured her braid with a band,
pulling it forward and letting it fall over her shoulder, and then
stood slowly, gripping Connall’s arm for stability. He shifted so
he could wrap his arm around her waist and anchor her to his
side.

“Why am I so weak?” she
asked in frustration. “I felt so good earlier and now I’m
exhausted.”

“Your body’s been through
a huge change, love. It’ll take a little time to come
right.”

He helped her down the stairs and into the
great room. Kade, Sam, Angus, and Fiona were pouring over the book
and discussing potential answers, all in English. Pepper stalled
and glanced up at Connall, fear and confusion written in her
features.

“Íslenska
allir.” Connall demanded everyone speak
Icelandic and then led Pepper to one of the chairs.
“Vilt þú að ég sitji hjá
þér?” (Do you want me to sit with
you?)

She nodded.

He sat in the chair and pulled her down onto
his lap. She shifted so her bottom was more on the cushion, but she
kept her legs over him.

“You look amazing,” Sam
said, and kissed Pepper’s cheek. Pepper frowned in confusion and
Sam shook her head. “Sorry. Þú lítur
ótrúlega vel út.”

“En hárið á mér er svo
dökkt.” (But my hair is so
dark.)

“Yes, which isn’t fair,”
Sam continued in Icelandic. “Even though we look more like real
sisters now, how is it you’re far more beautiful as a brunette than
I ever was as a blonde?”

“You’re a crazy liar,”
Pepper said. “But I love you for it.”

Connall was very surprised by how fluent
Pepper was. Sam was still having difficulty with the accent,
although she understood everything perfectly.

“So what did you find
out?” Connall asked in Icelandic.

“We found out Pepper is
one of a kind,” Fiona said with a grin.

“I already knew that,”
Connall said, and squeezed Pepper’s knee.

Pepper smiled. “What do you mean, Fi?”

“First of all, your memory
will come back. Well, it should, anyway. According to the book, as
soon as your body is completely healed, you’ll remember
everything.”

Pepper sagged against Connall. “Are you
sure?”

Fiona pointed to the book. “That’s what it
says.”

“How long will it take?”
Pepper asked.

“I was fine in a couple of
days,” Sam said.

“Okay.” Pepper took
Connall’s hand and he gave hers a gentle squeeze. “So how am I one
of a kind?”

“You’re a firestarter,”
Fiona said.

Connall gasped. “What? Are you sure?”

“Oh no.” Pepper panicked.
“What does that mean?”

“It’s a good thing,
sweetheart,” Connall rushed to assure her. “It’s just very, very
rare.”

“It simply means you can
start a fire with your mind,” Fiona explained, and handed the book
to Pepper. “The biggest clue is the fact your hair has changed
color. There are references to hair changes in the passages, but
the darkening is an indication of your fire ability. Another clue
is that you have no memory of the conversion and bonding. Only
firestarters experience this.”

Pepper laid the book on her lap and read,
glancing up at Connall. “So does that mean you’ll be able to do it
too?”

Connall shook his head. “No. It’s not a gift
passed on from one mate to another. This one is all yours; however,
one of our children may inherit the ability.”

“You’re the first in
almost a thousand years,” Kade said.

“Seriously?” she
asked.

“It’s why you were able to
block Connall,” Sam explained. “You had the ability to shut him
out, because your gift trumps his empathetic gift.”

Pepper sighed. “I’m sorry, baby.”

“I know.” He kissed her
temple.

Kade sent Connall a look of concern.

Connall held his hand up. “I know, Kade. We
won’t tell anyone.”

“Why not?” Pepper
asked.

Connall cocked his head. “If it got out that
you had the ability to kill a person with a simple thought, it’s
possible someone may want to exploit that.”

“I can do it with a
thought? How?” Pepper read a little more. “What if I start a fire
accidentally?”

“We’ll work on it,”
Connall promised.

Pepper nodded, stifling a yawn.

“If there’s nothing else
that’s pressing, I’m taking Pepper back to bed,” he said, and
handed the book to Fiona. “Do you mind if we keep the book for a
few days?”

“Not at all,” she
said.

“Thanks.” Connall smiled.
“How about we do dinner here tomorrow evening after the parson
recognizes the union?

“Works for us,” Kade said.
“We’re not going back to the city until Sunday.”

Angus nodded and Fiona smiled. “It works for
us as well.”

“You and Angus are welcome
to stay here, Fi,” Connall said.

She shook her head. “Thanks, but I think
we’ll head back to the castle.”

“Sounds good.” Connall
stood and lifted Pepper off the chair. He turned to Angus and said
in English, “Thanks for being here Angus.”

Angus grinned. “I should really take
language lessons.”

“Might be a good idea.”
Connall chuckled. “Við munum sjá ykkur öll
á morgun.” (We’ll see you
tomorrow.)

He carried Pepper from the room and headed
toward the stairs.

“Angus sagði nánast ekkert
á meðan þau voru hér. Er í lagi með hann?”
she asked. (Angus said virtually nothing while they were here. Is
he okay?)

“Já. Hann talar ekki
íslensku.” (Yeah. He doesn’t speak
Icelandic.)

She frowned.
“En ég hélt að við gætum talað sama
tungumál þegar við værum bundin.” (But I
thought we can talk the same language when we are
bound.)

He shook his head.
“Kona getur talað tungumál manns síns en
það virkar ekki á hinn veginn. Svo er Angus skoskur en ekki
íslenskur.” (The female is able to speak
the language of the male, but not the other way around. And Angus
is Scottish, not Icelandic.)

“Það virðist mjög
óréttlátt.” (It seems very
unfair.)

“Kannski bókin geti varpað
einhverju ljósi.” (Maybe the book can shed
some light.)

She nodded as she yawned and laid her head
on his shoulder.

“Farðu að sofa Dairy
Queen.” (Go to sleep Dairy
Queen.)

“Ég held að mér lítist
betur á Lady Loin Nautasteik.” (I think I
like Lady Loin of Beef better.)

He chuckled and kissed her temple. She was
asleep before he walked into the bedroom, so he settled her in bed
and climbed in beside her. He ran his hands through her hair,
marveling at the softness of it, but also wondering if it would
return to normal.

His last coherent thought before succumbing
to his exhaustion was how appropriate it was that his feisty mate
was a firestarter.

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

PEPPER CAME AWAKE and
grinned, even though Connall wasn’t in bed with her. Her body felt
amazing—better than it ever had. She sighed as she
stretched. Where are you, baby?

“Here,” Connall said as he
came out of the bathroom.

He wore a pair of long shorts and nothing
else. He was gorgeous. Her heart beat faster. She smiled and sat
up. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He sat on the edge
of the bed and smiled. “You’re speaking English again, it
seems.”

“I am,” she said, and
pulled her braid forward. “Thank God my hair’s back to normal. I
don’t know that I could stand being a brunette.”

“Why not?”

“I’m far too much of a
character to be anything but blonde.”

Connall grinned. “Who told you that?”

“It was something my
grandma used to say.” Pepper smiled. “She also used to say that my
personality was my best feature and God gave me a halo of blonde to
protect my smarts.”

“She sounds pretty smart
herself.”

“She was. She died when I
was sixteen, but that always stuck with me. She was one of my
favorite people. She never had a bad word to say about anyone.
Loved people to the nth degree…something I’m not that good
at.”

Connall laughed. “Oh, I don’t know about
that. I just think you don’t tolerate ‘stupid’.”

“I like that. Makes me
sound a lot nicer.” Pepper sat up and ran her hands down his chest.
“Guess what?”

“What?”

“I remember
everything.”

“Everything?”

“Absolutely everything.”
She wrinkled her nose.

“Why don’t you look
happy?”

She shrugged. “Probably because I’m
annoyed.”

“Annoyed? Why?”

“Because neither of us is
naked.”

He chuckled. “Good thing that’s something
within our control.”

“That is true.”

“In all seriousness,
though, how do you feel?”

“Like a frustrated hussy,”
she said.

“Well, then, let’s rectify
that immediately.”

“Are we alone?”

He lifted the shirt over her head.
“Absolutely.”

* * *

Connall made love to her and Pepper was
grateful the house was empty. She had discovered she was vocal both
publically and privately. She rolled away from him and giggled.

“My lovemaking makes you
laugh?” he asked in mock exasperation.

She shook her head, still laughing. “The
fact I’m so loud does.”

“Seriously?” He rolled
onto his side and rested his head in his palm. “You’re surprised
you’re loud?”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “Oh, you’re a
laugh-riot, buddy.”

He grinned and pulled her close, leaning
down to kiss her. “I love that I hear your joy. Means I’m doing all
the right things.”

“Oh, you definitely are.
No doubt about that.” He leaned down to kiss her again, but she
laid her fingers over his lips. “Let’s hold that thought. I’m
hungry and I’m guessing you are too, so I’m going to go and make us
something to eat.”

He disengaged from her hand, leaning down to
kiss her anyway. Pepper slipped her fingers into his hair but the
sound of her stomach rumbling effectively killed the mood.

Connall groaned. “You should eat.”

Pepper chuckled. “Ya think?”

She climbed from the bed and pulled on
sweats and a T-shirt. Scooping her hair into a ponytail, she
secured it with a scrunchy and turned to find Connall grinning at
her from the bed.

“Are you coming?” she
asked.

“Hmmm.”

“Hmmm, what?”

“I like my T-shirt on you.
I’d like it better off of you…or wet…or wet and then off
you.”

Pepper glanced down at the white shirt and
smiled. “You like it because it’s tight. Noted. Now, I’m hungry.
Come on.”

He laughed and climbed from the bed, pulling
shorts and a shirt on as he made his way to her. As they headed
through their sitting room, his phone pealed from the bedroom.
“Sorry, love. Forgot my phone.” He headed back to the room.

It’s Kade, sweetheart. Won’t be a
minute.

Pepper headed for the
stairs. I’ll meet you in the
kitchen.

Okay, he said.

She headed down the back stairs, turning
right at the bottom, but quickly realized she’d made a wrong turn
and doubled back. She ended up somewhere she hadn’t been yet. Five
minutes of turning in circles had her about ready to scream.

Pepper? You’re not in the kitchen.

“No sh—” she mumbled out
loud.

Pepper,
he admonished, but she could hear the laugh in
his voice. Where are you?

I’m lost, damn it. I have
no idea where I am. She fisted her hands
at her sides. This house is too
big.

What do you see?

Walls.

Is there a door you can perhaps open,
love?

There must be at least
twelve, smarty pants. She pushed open the
door closest to her and found herself in a small bathroom.
A bathroom with blue flower tiles on the wall.
The toilet has the high tank with a long pulley thingy.

Okay, stay put. I’ll come get you.

Pepper sat on the toilet lid and dropped her
head into her hands. She tried to control her panic in an effort
not to curl up in a ball in the corner. How could she possibly live
in a house she couldn’t navigate?

“Oh,” a quiet but startled
voice said from the doorway.

Pepper shot to her feet. Remembering her
state of undress, she covered her chest and studied the petite
brunette, not much older than she was. She was dressed in a gray
maid’s uniform and carrying a stack of fluffy white towels, which
she set on the counter.

“I’m sorry, m’lady. I
thought…well, I’m sorry.” The girl curtsied and turned to
leave.

“Elsie,” Connall said as
he stepped into the bathroom, carrying a plate. “You can finish
this in a bit, lass.”

“Aye sir.” Elsie curtsied
again and then scurried out of the room.

Pepper scowled. “Who was that?”

“Elsie. She’s one of the
housemaids.”

“One of the housemaids?” she squeaked. “You said we were
alone.”

“We are.”

“By definition, Con, the
fact there’s another human being in the house, means we are
not.”

“Right. Well, we are now.”
He laid his hands on her arms and smiled. “I brought you a bagel
and there’s fresh coffee in the kitchen.”

“Made by the other people
who aren’t here, right?” Pepper frowned. “I thought I was making
you breakfast.”

“Now you don’t have
to.”

She took the bagel from the plate and bit
into it, her hunger rising to an uncomfortable level. Connall took
her hand and started toward the door.

She pulled him back. “Con?”

He faced her. “Yes, love.”

“How many…um...” She
swallowed. “…other people are there in this house?”

Connall ran his thumb across her knuckles.
“Year round or at the present time?”

She yanked her hand from his. She didn’t
want to be calm…she wanted to fight.

“Currently, there are six,
including you and me,” he admitted.

“And Elsie?”

“Aye.”

“Why would you tell me
we’re alone?”

“Well, we were…” Connall
sighed. “I told the staff to stay out of our part of the house. I
didn’t quite plan for the possibility of you getting
lost.”

“What’s with the uniform?
You said the staff didn’t wear uniforms.”

“I was really referring to
the fact that Dick and Helen didn’t…”

She dropped the bagel and narrowed her eyes.
“You are in so much trouble.” She strode past him and out the
door.

“Where are you going,
sweetheart?”

“To the bedroom to put
something less revealing on,” she snapped.

He caught up to her and took her arm.
“You’re going the wrong way.”

She swore and pulled out of his grip. “I
can’t believe you told me we were alone,” she accused.

“Well, we kind of
are.”

“That’s a lie of omission
and you know it. You ‘instructed’ the staff to go into stealth
mode, so I’d think we were alone, didn’t you?”

“Perhaps, but I didn’t
want to overwhelm you.”

“Just take me back to the
bedroom, please.”

He took her hand again and led her down the
hall and to the bedroom. A trip she would never be able to
retrace.

“Yes, you will,” he said.
“I’ll draw you a map and before you know it, you’ll know every
crevice.”

She pulled her hand away and sighed. “Babe,
I know you can’t help that your lifestyle is one I’m not used to,
so please understand I’m not trying to be difficult when I say I
can’t live here.”

“It’s not that big. Give
it a chance.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?” he
asked.

“I don’t feel
safe.”

He shook his head. “How could you not feel
safe? The house is equipped with the most advanced security system,
and every employee here would protect you with their own life.”

She paced, her stomach rolling with
nervousness.

“What haven’t you told
me?” When she didn’t answer immediately, Connall grabbed her arm
and lifted her chin. “I do not
like this ability, Pepper. Please stop blocking
me.”

She dropped her head onto his chest.
“There’s a reason I don’t like to live alone…and there’s a very
specific reason I don’t like big houses.”

“Come here.” He led her to
the loveseat at the end of the bed and pulled her down next to him.
“Tell me.”

“I was dating this
guy…well, no…let me back up. I wanted to date him. Anyway, he was
one of Dalt’s football buddies in high school. His parents were
über rich and owned the biggest house in our area. Miniscule in
comparison to this one, but still, I was enamored with it. You’ve
seen my house. It’s little better than a double-wide.”

He nodded his agreement.

“Well, Jet
invited—”

“Jet? Really?” he
asked.

“It was what everyone
called him. He hated his real name, which was Jethro. Plus, he was
super fast, so the nickname worked on and off the field. Anyway, he
invited me to a party at his house, and I was super excited. I was
a freshman and he was a senior, and I thought I was special, you
know?” Connall gripped the arm of the sofa and Pepper laid her hand
on his thigh. “Are you sure you want me to tell you
this?”

“Yes.” He relaxed. “Sorry.
Continue.”

“When I got to his house,
he was alone. There was no party, no parents, just him and a fully
stocked bar. Stupidly, I ignored all the warning bells ringing in
stereo in my head and believed him when he said he just wanted us
to get to know each other. I wasn’t prepared for the attack. It
started with a kiss, and then I was pinned to the sofa and when I
tried to stop him, he tore my shirt and slapped me. I managed to
get away from him, but he came after me. I made it to the front
door, but it was locked and I couldn’t figure out how to open it.
He stood there, laughing at me, as I did everything I could to try
to get out. I spent the next twenty minutes or so trying to find a
way out of the house…and I kept getting lost because it was so big.
He taunted me as we played his sadistic game of hide and seek.” She
shuddered and forced the tears away. “His parents had installed
three new doors that had a sophisticated locking system, and if you
either knew the code or the house was burning down, they would
open. Of course, because the house was so large, I couldn’t find
the doors that were normal. I just kept getting turned
around.”

Connall frowned. “Did they think locking
themselves in would keep them safe?”

“Who knows? It was a
unique feature on their security system and I guess Jet turned it
on, knowing I’d have no way to get out. I hid in one of the
closets, but knew it wouldn’t take long for him to find me. I think
he actually knew where I was all along. He probably just let me
think I was escaping him.”

Connall tightened his hold on her. “Did
he—?”

She shook her head. “No. He never got the
chance. Dalton came.”

Connall stiffened beside her.

Pepper shifted to face him, crossing her
legs and leaning forward to stay connected to him. “Sam didn’t like
that I had agreed to the invitation, especially since no other
freshman had been invited. She knew something was fishy and asked
Dalton if he knew about the party. She said he knocked the mailbox
over as he drove out of the driveway. He knew there wasn’t a party
and also knew Jet’s reputation. I was fighting Jet off when we
heard the doorbell and then Dalton yelling something about an
emergency on the football team. Jet threw me on the ground and went
to answer the door. Sam told me when Jet opened the door, Dalton
sucker punched him. I heard Sam and Dalt yelling for me, and when I
got to them, Jet was laid out flat, and Dalton was holding him
down. Dalt threw me his keys and told me to get in the car and lock
the door.”

“Why didn’t he go with
you?”

“Because he was delivering
some justice,” Pepper said. “He had to sit the next game out
because he bruised his hand so bad. Jethro got it much worse,
though. Dalton made sure he was kicked off the team and then out of
school.”

“He had that much
power?”

“Star quarterback of the
number-one team in the nation? Damn straight. Dalton told the
school board his parents would send him to the competing private
school if they didn’t deal with Jet. The school board wouldn’t hear
of it. Football’s a big deal where we come from.”

Connall sighed. “Well, I have to admit, as
much as I hate that he was your hero, I’m glad he was there.”

She nodded. “For years afterwards, I
wouldn’t go into a house bigger than mine. It took me several
months before I’d even go back into Sam’s, but Dalton always walked
with me around the house, checking for monsters, so to speak. He
made me feel safe.”

“Just how close were
you?”

“We were close. We dated,
actually.”

Connall scowled. “He still loves you.”

She shrugged. “Maybe. Although I think he
loves the idea of me more.”

“What do you
mean?”

“He liked that I needed
him. He liked that I was a damsel in distress, I think. If I’d had
a life like his, I don’t think he’d have looked sideways at me. I
also wasn’t easy to get.” She gripped Connall’s chin. “Men
typically like it when a woman’s a challenge.”

He chuckled. “Oh, you were a challenge,
sweetheart, just not in the way you thought.”

“The thing about Dalton is
that when I met you, anything I thought I might have felt for him
just faded away. And now that you’ve bound me and it’s…well,
it’s…”

He smiled. “I know.”

“Anyway, I thought the
memory of that night was over, but when I got turned around in
here, it brought it all back.”

Connall stroked her cheek. “Which is why
you’d feel more comfortable at the guest house.”

“Yes.” She bit her lip.
“Would that be terrible for you?”

“It’ll certainly be an
adjustment. But we can move in there and stay for as long as you
like.”

She relaxed. “Forever?”

He nodded. “If it takes forever for you to
feel safe, sweetheart, we’ll stay there forever.”

“And no one but us will be
there.”

“No one else will be there
unless you say it’s okay, and you’ve signed your acknowledgement in
triplicate.”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “You know why,
right?”

“You just told
me.”

“Not just that.” She
licked her lips. “I want the freedom to walk around naked…and have
a little fun in every room of the house.”

Connall hummed his agreement, leaning over
to kiss her.

She slid her hands into his hair. “I love
you. More than you could ever know.”

“I love you too. Now,
let’s eat and then we can visit Jonesy. You’ll be able to ride him
as early as Monday or Tuesday. The parson will be here with
everyone for dinner tonight, so we’ll sign the book, have dinner,
and then plan on sleeping at the guest house. Does that
work?”

“Yes. Perfect.”

“We need to set up some
ground rules, though.”

Pepper nodded. “I can’t shut you out.”

“You can’t shut me
out.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.
“I’ll do better.”

“That’s all I
ask.”

“Do we have to eat right
now?” she asked as she rose to her feet.

“What else did you have in
mind?”

She grinned and pulled her T-shirt over her
head. “I’ll let you guess.”

* * *

Connall woke to quiet. He and Pepper had
slept in the pitifully small guest house bed, and there was no
denying he was alone. At the present time, the bed wasn’t moving
with her constant tossing and turning. He checked the bathroom and
when he couldn’t find her, he pulled on sweats and a T-shirt and
made his way downstairs. He heard the sound of singing coming from
the kitchen. Slightly off-key, but still lovely. Following the
sound of the music, he padded to the kitchen. Pepper was dancing
around the room, wooden spoon in hand, and Connall grinned as she
dipped the spoon into the pan and then used it as a microphone.

He realized she had ear buds in both ears,
which was why her pitch was off, but he didn’t care. She was
adorable. She wore one of his T-shirts, and it was tight across her
chest but long enough to fall past her bottom. When she raised her
arms to reach into one of the cabinets, the shirt lifted to reveal
white lace boy shorts. She placed salt and pepper on the counter
and stirred the eggs.

“Would it kill you to
learn how to love me? Would it kill you to think just for a moment
like I do?” she sang, her hips swaying to the music.

He grinned as he leaned against the wall and
crossed his arms.

Pepper salted the eggs and turned toward the
fridge. “Do you ever stop to think before you take that drink from
that bitter cup that’s kill—” She caught sight of Connall and let
out a squeal, dropping the spoon.

He chuckled and bent down to pick it up.

“How long have you been
standing there?” she asked as she pulled her ear buds out and set
her iPod on the counter.

“Long enough to appreciate
the view.” Connall dropped the spoon in the sink and wrapped his
arms around her. “That doesn’t sound like a Fallen Crown
song.”

“It’s The
Citizens.”

“Ahh, they’re not bad, I
guess.”

“You guess? They’re my
absolute second favorite band,” she said.

He chuckled. “So long as they’re not your
first.”

She kissed his chin. “Are you hungry?”

“Hm-mmm.” He ran his lips
across her jaw and down her neck.

She giggled. “For food?”

“Huh-uh.” He slipped his
hands under the waistband of her underwear and cupped her
bottom.

She licked her lips. “But I made eggs.”

He focused on her neck again. “I see
that.”

“Coffee?”

“Later.”

He lifted her up against the wall, using the
flat surface as an anchor. Divesting her quickly of her clothes, he
kissed her until neither of them could breathe.

The irritating squeal of the smoke detector
sounded in the background and Pepper groaned as she gripped his
shoulders. “The eggs,” she panted.

With a grunt of irritation, he turned off
the stove, pushed the pan to the back of the cook-top, and opened
the small window closest to the fridge. All while holding her. He
then carried her up to the bedroom and made her forget about
breakfast as well.

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

PEPPER KISSED CONNALL’S chest and ran her
hand across his stomach. “You seriously should be deemed
illegal.”

He chuckled. “And why is that?”

“Because you’re entirely
too perfect. Your body’s like granite.”

He kissed her forehead. “I’m kind of partial
to yours, personally. Soft in all the right places.”

She grinned and straddled his hips. “I could
probably endeavor to make several of those soft places a little
more tone.”

“I’d rather you not.” He
stroked her thighs. “I love you just the way you are.”

She leaned down and kissed him, just as the
doorbell sounded.

“Who could that be?” she
asked, irritated.

“I’ll find out.” Connall
set her back on the mattress and stood. “Then we can do that
again.”

Pepper grinned and kissed him, settling her
head in her palm, admiring the view as he pulled his jeans and a
T-shirt on and made his way out of the room. She heard the sound of
male voices coming from downstairs and hoped it wasn’t one of his
brothers. If it was, she’d have to wait a while for an encore of
the morning’s activities.

Pepper, get dressed.

The urgency in Connall’s request caused her
heart to race in fear.

What’s wrong?
She heard something shatter and break downstairs
as she rushed to pull clothes on. Con?

I need you to run, Pepper.

Where? Out the window?

He didn’t respond.

Get out of here, Pepper. Now!

She snorted.
Not gonna happen.

Pepper. Hide or get the hell out of
here.

Pepper sent a quick text to Sam and then
glanced around the room, looking for a weapon of some kind. All she
could see was the can of hair spray she’d brought with her from
home. She tiptoed from the room and toward the stairs. The sound of
grunting and Connall’s occasional curse filtered up to her. She
made her way into the family room and froze. Connall was in a
battle with a large, dark-headed man holding something that looked
like a syringe in his hand.

She held her breath in an effort to calm her
heart. Connall had his hand around the man’s throat, his other hand
gripping the man’s wrist. The assailant was pounding Connall with
his free fist.

She was so scared she could feel her pulse
throb in her neck, and for some strange reason, her throat burned.
She rushed the men, letting out a scream and aiming the hairspray
toward the assailant. Fire connected with the hairspray and he
screamed in pain as the flame hit him in the side of the face.

Connall made quick work of relieving the man
of the syringe and jamming it into his neck. Within seconds the
assailant was on the floor and motionless, although his eyes darted
from side to side in fear.

Pepper dropped the hairspray and tried not
to crumple to the ground. She’d just set a man on fire without a
match. Connall reached his hand out. She shook her head.

“It’s all right, love.
Come here.”

I don’t want to hurt you.

You won’t, Pepper.

She slid into his embrace. “Who is
that?”

“No one.” He pulled her
close. “You were supposed to run.”

“And leave you here alone
with him? No way!” she snapped, squeezing him tighter.

“Shite…Kade,” Connall
said.

Pepper felt a vibration of sorts, felt
concern and fear, but assumed it was hers until the front door of
the cottage flew open and Kade filled the doorway, followed by
Brodie and Sam.

Sam rushed for Pepper, but Kade grabbed her
arm. “Wait.”

She gave him a look of irritation, but let
him pull her behind his back.

“He’s the only one,”
Connall said. “He’s got about 10cc’s of Red Fang in his system, so
he won’t be causing any trouble for a while.”

Sam stepped from behind Kade and headed for
Pepper again. “Are you okay?”

Pepper nodded and let her friend hug her.
“Yes. Fine.”

“What happened?” Kade
asked as he knelt beside the man. “Kinnon?”

“You know him?” Sam
asked.

“Max and Niall’s brother,”
Brodie provided as he started a sweep of the room. Checking for
what, Pepper didn’t know.

Pepper scowled at Connall. “Why would he
attack you?”

Connall shook his head but said nothing.

Con?

I don’t know, Pepper.

“What did he say he
wanted?” Brodie asked.

Pepper felt her face heat when she glanced
to where Brodie was standing…right next to her discarded
clothing.

I’ll get them,
love, Connall offered.

“He said he wanted a job,”
Connall answered. “He didn’t give me a chance to respond before he
attacked.”

Connall made his way to the kitchen and
managed to pick up her clothing with lightning speed. If anyone
noticed, no one said anything. Pepper stood with Sam while the men
discussed what to do with Kinnon.

“Ali’s outside,” Kade
said. “He’ll take Kinnon to the castle and then we can
talk.”

Brodie hoisted the paralyzed man over his
shoulder and carried him outside, returning a few minutes
later.

“I take it by Kinnon’s
injuries that your abilities are manifesting,” Kade said to
Pepper.

She bit her lip and nodded.

“How did it work?” Sam
asked.

“I think fire came out of
my mouth,” Pepper said.

“Like a dragon?” Sam
asked.

“I don’t know.” Pepper
gasped. “I’m not some kind of reptile, am I?” She could see Connall
trying not to laugh and she scowled at him. “Don’t laugh at
me!”

“Sorry, sweetheart,” Con
said. “Just to be clear, fire didn’t come from your mouth. You
simply happened to be yelling when you made a run for
him.”

Pepper felt her face heat with
embarrassment. “Oh.”

“You manufactured it with
your mind and it connected with the hairspray,” he explained. “I
don’t think we’re going to need to practice, because your aim was
perfect.”

Thank you for laughing and
making me feel like an idiot, she
snapped.

That wasn’t my intention.

Well, you managed it anyway.

He raised an
eyebrow. We’ll discuss this
later.

“We might have a problem
if Kinnon saw her,” Brodie pointed out.

“We’ll just tell him she
had a lighter,” Kade said. “That’s easily explained away,
particularly since she was holding the hairspray. I’m not sure this
is the best place for you, Con.”

Pepper glanced at Connall, but before he
could say anything, Sam cleared her throat. “Why not, honey?”

Kade’s gaze swept the space. “It’s not
secure.”

Sam shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know about that.
Couldn’t they install a security system? Then it would be
perfect.”

He raised an eyebrow at his mate but didn’t
comment. Pepper figured it was rare for anyone to argue with
Kade.

“Pack your things,
Pepper,” Connall said.

“What? Why?” Pepper
said.

“I’m taking you home.
Kade’s right. It’s not safe here.”

“You just wanted an excuse
not to be here,” she accused.

“That’s not true,
sweetheart.”

“Yes it is.”

I’m not arguing with you in front of my
brothers, Pepper.

“Why not? Don’t want to
reveal your ability to be an ass?” she snapped out loud. “Your
brothers must know you by now.”

Brodie sniggered and Kade turned away from
her, but she could see his shoulders shake and knew he was
laughing.

Connall’s tone dropped low and he gave her a
look of warning. “Go pack, Pepper.”

“Do you want some help?”
Sam asked, once again the peacemaker.

Is she allowed to help me?

Pepper.

Yes, dear? Oh, sorry, oh big and strong
master of the universe. Is it okay if my best friend helps me pack
my bags?

He shook his
head. Go and pack. We’ll talk about it
later.

Can’t wait.

He closed the distance between them and
leaned in for a kiss, but she leaned away from him and shook her
head.

He sighed. “Be good.”

“Be nice,” she countered,
and led Sam up the stairs and into the bedroom.

“You okay?” Sam
asked.

“Outside of the fact my
mate is playing the role of Neanderthal?”

“Or, we could go with the
role of concerned husband,” Sam countered.

“I know.” Pepper flopped
onto the bed. “I’m scared to live in that house. It’s so stupid. I
thought all this was over.”

Sam sighed and sat next to her. “I know,
hon. But you must realize on some level that the main house is
safer than here, right? It has a kick-ass security system, not to
mention several very large men close by who don’t mess around.”

Pepper shrugged. “He didn’t mention any
large men, but yes, I suppose the monster house is safer.”

Sam giggled. “If you call it a monster
house, you’ll never get over this, you know.”

“It’s so big,
Sam.”

“That’s what she
said.”

“Hey, five years ago
called…they want their joke back.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Hey, the nineties
called…they want their ‘they want their joke back’ back.”

Pepper couldn’t stop her laugh. “Oh, quit.
You are the worst.”

“Look. All of this is an
adjustment and not just for you.”

“I know, Sam,” she
snapped. “He’s perfect and he’s given me everything my heart
desires. He’s made all these changes for me. I should be
grate—”

Sam held her hand up. “I was going to say it
was an adjustment for me too, but sure, let’s make it all about
you.”

“Oh, please. What kind of
adjustment did you have to make, Sam? You’re used to
money.”

“Not this much money! Jeez, do you even
know me anymore? You act like you’re the only one who’s had to
struggle with finances!” Sam threw her hands up. “My parents are
the ones with money, not me. It’s not like I sat on my butt all day
eating bon-bons and paying off teachers for good grades. I had to
work hard to get to medical school, and even though my parents paid
for quite a bit of college, I still had to work and I also had to
pay them back.”

“I know.” Pepper dropped
her face in her hands. “I’m sorry, Sam.”

“Forgiven. Come on. Let’s
get you packed. We were going to invite you up to the house for
dinner tonight, which will be a great distraction, I think. Then
maybe you can stay overnight in the dungeon just for
kicks.”

Pepper snorted. “Being married to Kade
killed off your humor, huh?”

“What? I’m
hilarious!”

Pepper stood and pulled a bag from the
closet. “It’s terrible that your self-esteem is so low.”

“I know. We’re working on
it.” Sam giggled. “You know, if you come to dinner, you’ll get to
meet Cole.”

“What? Really?”

Sam nodded and started putting Pepper’s
clothes into the suitcase. “Yep. Kade wants him to work for
him.”

“What about
Dalton?”

“They’re figuring it out.
Cole’s not quite ready to quit, and he won’t leave Dalton in the
lurch, so it’s going to be an ongoing conversation, I
think.”

“I’m surprised Kade would
want Cole anywhere near you.”

Colton Drake was an American FBI agent
Dalton had hired who had assisted the Gunnachs with discovering who
had threatened them.

“Nah, he’s fine. Kade
knows everything I’m thinking, so there’s no jealousy anymore. Now
that we’re bound, especially. We had to work through Cole kissing
me and all, but I think that’s resolved now.”

Pepper stepped into the bathroom to pack her
makeup, gasping as she caught sight of herself in the mirror.

“What’s wrong?” Sam
asked.

“My hair. It’s dark
again.”

Sam joined Pepper in the bathroom. “What do
you mean ‘again?’”

“It was blonde when I woke
up.”

“Really? Maybe it has
something to do with the fire thing.”

Pepper studied her hair. “Well, that’s just
frickin’ great.”

“That is so cool!” Sam
exclaimed.

“No. It’s
weird.”

“But weird
cool.”

Pepper snorted.

“How’s Jonesy?”

“Distracting me with talk
of Jonesy won’t work.”

“Oh?” Sam raised an
eyebrow. “But he’s your baby.”

“Yes. He is. And he’s
great. Con said I might be able to ride him Monday or Tuesday.”
Pepper zipped up her vanity bag and sighed. “Honestly, I can’t
wait.”

“Hey.” Sam squeezed her
arm. “You’re going to be fine, you know that, right?”

“I know.”

Connall peeked into the bathroom and smiled
carefully. “Can I come in?”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “I
don’t know. Can you?”

“I’ll leave you to talk,”
Sam said, and slipped out of the room.

Pepper walked past Connall and tossed her
makeup bag into the open suitcase. He took her arm and turned her
to face him. “You see the logic in moving back, right?”

“Not really,” she said,
and pulled away from him.

“I can’t protect you
here.”

“You did a perfectly fine
job today,” she argued. “Not that I really needed it. I did a
pretty damn good job protecting you, if you remember. What I don’t
get is why you’re being so stubborn about it.”

“Me? You’re the one who’s
being stubborn.”

She gaped at him. “How do you figure?”

“Because, in my opinion,
this isn’t about you needing
to live here.” He crossed his arms. “I happen to
think this is more about the money issue than the fear
issue.”

“So I’m not really scared
of living in a big house? Is that what you’re saying? It’s merely
stubbornness? And this is all about me not wanting your
money?”

“Of course that’s what I’m
saying, because I’m the master at minimizing your feelings,” he
snapped.

She shrugged and zipped her suitcase closed.
“Whatever.”

Staring down at the bag, she flicked the
zipper pull and tried to come up with some argument that would
counteract his logic.

“Damn it, Pepper. Don’t
shut me out.”

She glared at him. “I don’t want to live in
a house that requires an army of servants to run it! You can’t
possibly understand that, considering you’ve had people at your
beck and call all your life. I want to feel like I’m contributing,
not just moving into my rich boyfriend’s mega house.”

Connall sucked air in between his teeth.
“Boyfriend?” he bellowed.

“Mate.
Whatever!”

“We’re married, Pepper. Whether you choose
to recognize that fact or not.”

“Like anyone would know…I
can’t even buy you a stupid ring!”

He took a deep breath. “We can go shopping
anytime you like.”

“I am not buying your
wedding ring with your money.”

“It’s your bloody money as
well, Pepper.” He gripped the iron footboard. “And we are not
having this argument again. Even if you had the ability to leave
me, I’d give you everything I own on your way out the door, so
there’s no point in pretending you can escape it.”

“I don’t know how to do
this.”

“You sure as hell won’t if
you don’t at least try!”

“I don’t even know how to
try, Con,” she admitted forcing the tears away.

“I know, baby.” He
released his death grip on the bed. “Will you let me help
you?”

She shrugged.

He sighed. “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t
you? Admit it.”

“What? And be forced to
inherit all your money? Highly doubtful.”

He held his arm out. “Come here.”

She made her way to him, dropped her head
onto his chest, and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’m sorry.
I really don’t want to seem ungrateful.”

“I know.” He lifted her
chin. “What do you think about spending a few days in
town?”

“Why?”

“Since Jonesy can’t be
ridden until next week, I thought I could show you Edinburgh and
take care of some of the paperwork while we’re there.”

“Paperwork?”

“Adding you to accounts,
updating your passport with your new name and such.”

She frowned. “You expect me to change my
name too?”

“You don’t want to change
your name?” he asked quietly.

She snorted and tried not to grin.

“Just kill me now,” he
complained. “Make it quick. This slow torture isn’t
fair.”

“I’ll wait until after the
ink’s dried,” Pepper joked. “I need to ensure my inheritance. You
might not believe me, but I can’t wait to be Persephone Ester
Gunnach.”

“I’m looking forward to it
too,” he said. “We’ve been invited to the castle for dinner, so we
can drive into town with Kade and Sam tomorrow, if you like, and we
can start at the consulate.”

She nodded. “Are we staying at Sam’s old
apartment?”

“Yes, unless, you want to
stay at a hotel.”

“No. But can we do some
things together? Just the four of us?”

Connall grinned. “Seriously? Do you and Sam
share a brain?”

Pepper shrugged. “Not sure…she hasn’t done
research on that yet.”

“Yes, we can do things
together. Kade’s already organized his calendar.” He laughed and
then kissed her. “I’m sorry if I made you feel stupid,
sweetheart.”

“I might have overreacted.
It was kind of silly to think I might be a dragon.”

“But adorable,” he said.
“Come on, let’s finish getting you packed up and we’ll head on over
to the castle.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

PEPPER’S EMOTIONS SEEMED to calm in stages as
they spent some time with Jonesy and then showered and packed for
their impromptu trip to Edinburgh. By the time they climbed into
the car to head to the castle, she felt ridiculous for overreacting
to Connall’s wish to move back to his home, and relieved that her
hair was back to blonde.

“Ready?” Connall
asked.

“Definitely.”


As they continued deeper into Gunnach land,
Connall drove up a slight hill and a large stone wall appeared with
water surrounding it. Pepper could see a tower peeking above the
wall, but not much else. Connall dialed his phone and a deep voice
came on the line. “Eymundur.”

“Eymundur, it’s Con. Lower
the bridge, please.”

“Aye sir.”

“Shut up,” Pepper
exclaimed as the drawbridge lowered. She clapped her hands and
grinned. “I bet Sam lost her mind
when she saw this.”

“Why do you say
that?”

“She has a minor
fascination with castles. She tried to convince her mother to dye
her hair blonde when we were eight so she could pretend to be
Rapunzel.” Pepper grinned. “She had to settle for a really bad
wig.”

Connall chuckled and guided the car over the
bridge.

Pulling into a large courtyard, he turned
off the engine and made his way to her side of the car, opening her
door and holding his hand out to her. She climbed out and glanced
down at her jeans and T-shirt. “Should we have dressed a little
better?”

“Nah, it’s just
family.”

Connall knocked on the door and an elderly
gentleman answered and bowed. “Your highness, sir, welcome.”

“Mr. Winston, it’s
wonderful to see you. How was your holiday?” Connall
asked.

“It was lovely, sir. Thank
you for asking.”

“May I present my mate,”
Connall said as he pulled Pepper in front of him.

“Your highness.” The
butler bowed again and Pepper wanted the floor to swallow
her.

“Please call me Pepper,”
she said, and reached out her hand.

He gave her a nervous smile, but shook her
hand and then closed the door. “The family is in the hall. If
you’ll follow me.”

He’s not going to call me Pepper, is he?

Connall’s chuckle sounded
in her mind. Probably not.

Pepper followed Mr. Winston through the
foyer and into what he’d referred to as the hall. She did her best
not to exclaim her awe out loud. The room was three stories high
with balconies peering down from the top floors, and the ceiling
came to a large arch with a wooden beam running the length of the
room, holding six chandeliers.

“Hey guys. Welcome,” Sam
said, and rose from her chair near the fireplace.

Kade stood as well, along with the rest of
the family and a man Pepper recognized from pictures as Cole Drake.
Cole was ruggedly handsome with his dark hair cropped short and
light skin. He wore dark jeans and a black button-up shirt rolled
up to his elbows, a leather cuff on his right wrist, and a chunky
watch on his left. Sam had once described him as dressing more like
a rock star than an FBI agent, and Pepper had to agree.

“Pepper, this is Cole,”
Sam said as she hugged Pepper.

“It’s nice to meet you.”
Pepper shook his hand and then hugged Fiona and Payton. She was
excited to see Payton, who’d been absent for a few days. Pepper
took in the rest of the space as Sam led her to the sitting area in
front of the fire.

The fireplace was at least six feet tall and
wide enough to fit a small army. It was lit, but it barely made a
dent in the warmth of the room, which was set up in sections. A
large table was off to the left, set for a dinner party and
surrounded by tall chairs.

The sitting area consisted of three sofas
and two overstuffed chairs surrounding a modern coffee table that
looked rather out of place in the historical home. The third
section housed a piano, with folding chairs propped against the
wall.

Connall pulled Pepper down next to him on
one of the sofas.

“I have something for
you,” Payton said, and handed Pepper a cell phone.

“What’s this?” Pepper
glanced at the iPhone.

“It’s your new phone. You
can use it anywhere in the world, and it’s linked to Con’s
account.”

“Thanks for doing that,
Pay,” Connall said, grinning.

“Why do I need a new
phone?” Pepper asked.

Sam snorted. “Maybe because yours was made
when dinosaurs ruled the earth…or was it dragons?”

“Oh, you’re
funny.”

Connall started to choke with laughter, but
Pepper cut him off by squeezing his knee as hard as she could.

Sam laughed. “Admit it, that was golden…and
your phone’s a piece of crap.”

“Hey, no point in
replacing something that works perfectly fine,” Pepper
retorted.

Managing to compose himself, Connall slid
his arm behind her. “The new one works everywhere, love. I have a
feeling if you tried to make a phone call with yours, it’d cost you
a ridiculous amount, if it even worked.”

Pepper sighed. “You’re probably right.”

He raised an
eyebrow. No arguments?

Pepper giggled.
Hey, when you’re right, you’re
right.

I’m always right.

Ha! Go with that, buddy.

Connall grinned as Pepper leaned against
him. The rest of the evening was spent in animated conversation,
eating delicious food, and drinking even better wine. Pepper
couldn’t remember a better night and fell into bed energized and
unable to fall asleep.

Lucky for her, Connall was feeling the same
way and provided a much-needed distraction from her
sleeplessness.

* * *

The next day they woke early in order to
catch their flight into the city. Pepper had to admit that taking
Kade’s private jet to Edinburgh beat driving the four or five hours
it would have taken by car. She was excited to explore the city,
especially because she got to do it with her two favorite
people.

“It’s a good thing I never
got overly attached to the apartment,” Sam said as they disembarked
and waited for the men to take care of the luggage. “It was easy to
move everything to Kade’s place, because I never fully
unpacked.”

“I can’t wait to see
everything,” Pepper said. “I feel like all this is a new start, you
know?”

Sam nodded. “I know what you mean.”

“Bags are in the car,
ladies,” Connall said as he and Kade joined them.
“Ready?”

Pepper grinned. “Absolutely.”

The foursome climbed into the car and
Alasdair headed out of the airport and toward their
destination.

As they drove through Edinburgh, Pepper grew
more and more excited to explore. The historic buildings made the
area feel alive with possibilities. Arriving at a tall building,
somewhat out of place in the historic city, Alasdair pulled the car
into a private garage and turned off the engine. He opened the
door, waiting for them to climb out. Kade and Connall grabbed their
bags and led them to the elevator.

“Do you guys want to get
settled and then we’ll meet up for dinner?” Sam asked.

“That would be great,”
Pepper said. “Will we get some shopping in before you have to go
back to work?”

Sam nodded. “Definitely. And if we want a
break from the boys, Fi and Payton might be persuaded to join us as
well.”

Pepper grinned. “Perfect.”

Once at their floor, Kade and Sam stopped at
the door on the right, while Connall led Pepper farther down the
hall and unlocked the door on the left. He stepped back to let her
precede him inside.

Pepper walked in and let out a quiet
whistle. Old met new in the large room. Floor-to-ceiling windows
faced Edinburgh University, which currently had a fog cover and
made Pepper feel they were actually floating in clouds. The
apartment was tastefully furnished with slim-lined and classic
furniture, new, but not modern.

She found two large bedrooms and two equally
large bathrooms, along with a well-appointed kitchen and a laundry
room.

“Is it safe to assume
you’d like to sleep in the room with the en suite?” Connall asked
as he wheeled their bags to the back of the apartment.

“If that means master
bedroom, then yes, please,” she said, and followed him into the
room.

He set the bags on the bed and grinned. “I
haven’t been here in a while.”

“Really? How
come?”

“Brodie and I usually stay
here when we’re in town for meetings, but Kade pulled rank last
visit. Apparently, he decided his mate should have it.”

Pepper giggled. “How selfish of him.”

“I know. Positively
kingly.”

“Are there servants
here?”

“Technically, there aren’t
servants at our home, Pepper.”

She sighed. “Fine. Let me rephrase. Are we
alone? Like alone, alone. No staff.”

“Yes.”

“Yay!” She clapped. “Oooh,
are you hungry? Would you like me to make you something to eat?
Provided there’s food to
cook.”

“I’m starving. Kade always
keeps the kitchen stocked with something edible, so why don’t you
cook while I unpack?”

She beamed up at him. “I like this
arrangement even better.”

“Oh, really?”

“We’re acting like a real
married couple. I think I’m going to pretend you’re just some lowly
country vet who still has thousands in school loans you’re
attempting to pay back. I’ll be me…because I’m fabulous…and we’re
on our honeymoon. Sound good?”

He laughed. “I’d rather you be a naughty
veterinarian nurse, but whatever floats your boat, love.”

She kissed him quickly and headed into the
kitchen.

* * *

Connall was still grinning when his cell
phone pealed in the quiet of the room. He paused in his unpacking
and frowned when he saw Dalton’s name pop up on the screen. “Hey,
Dalton. Everything okay?”

“Hey, Connall. Uh. No. We
had to cut Beau Anders loose.”

“What? Why?” he
snapped.

“Because he’s not actually
the guy.”

“What the hell?” Connall
pressed. “He wrote those notes.”

“Technically, he wrote
three of them. The others are in different handwriting. Beau also
wasn’t the one who came after her at my store.”

“How do you
know?”

“Because I shot that guy.
Beau doesn’t have a scratch on him, and when we compared the blood
from the Mercedes store to Beau’s, it doesn’t match. His DNA’s
nowhere.”

“Shite! What the hell was
with the letters, then?”

“He admits to trying to
intimidate Pepper to sell Jonesy, but he denies threatening her
life or anyone else’s. He also swears he’s never heard of Jethro,
and we haven’t found a connection between the two of them yet. We
also checked his phone and there’s no record of him calling Pepper.
So we can’t get him on the stalking, but we can get him on the
threatening letters, which we’re moving forward on.”

Connall rubbed his forehead. “Damn it.”

“Look, we’re not giving
up. At least she’s safe with you, and we’re still watching my
parents and Mario and his family. I wasn’t going to tell you, but I
figured it was better you knew. You can decide if you want to tell
Pepper, but it might cause her undue worry.”

“Okay. Keep me
posted.”

“I will,” Dalton promised.
“I’ll talk to you later.”

Connall hung up and rubbed his forehead. He
didn’t know what to tell Pepper. She was starting to relax and he
didn’t want to worry her, but he also didn’t want to keep anything
from her…didn’t even know if he could. It was she who was able to
block him, not the other way around. He started with a phone call
to Alasdair and then made his way to the kitchen.

Pepper grinned as she dropped pasta into a
pot of boiling water. “I’m making chicken alfredo. Okay?”

“Sounds
delicious.”

“Before I forget,” Pepper
said, “can we exchange some money tonight? I only have American on
me.”

“How much do you need?” he
asked, and opened his wallet. “Will five hundred work?”

She raised her hand. “Too much. Having that
much money in my purse will make me want to staple it to my body.
Someone could steal it.”

He rolled his eyes. “At least take
three.”

“One?” she
asked.

“Whatever you need.” He
held out the bills.

“Thanks.” She took the
money and shoved it in her purse. “I’ll pay you back
tomorrow.”

“You’ll pay me back
with your money,
eh?”

She nodded. “Right. My money.”

He kissed the back of her neck and patted
her hips. “I’ll get us something to drink. What would you
like?”

“I’d like wine, but I’ll
take water.”

“Maybe we should look into
buying a winery.”

“I don’t think we need to
perpetuate my one and only weakness.”

“Only one?” he asked as he
pulled down glasses.

“Okay, two,” she admitted.
“One of them is red wine…you can guess what the other one
is.”

“Jonesy?”

“Ooh, three.”

“Puppies?”

She sighed. “Crap, four.”

He laughed. “I think I could name several
other animals that would fall into your weakness category.”

“You’re probably right,
although none of them come before my favorite animal,” Pepper said as she
added the chicken to the sauce.

He cocked his head. “Would that be me?”

She raised her head for a kiss. “Most
definitely.”

He leaned down and covered her mouth with
his, kissing her until neither of them could think straight. The
beeping of the timer brought them back to their surroundings.

“Let’s just turn
everything off,” he suggested. “We can eat later.”

Pepper’s stomach rumbled
in protest. “Or we can take the next ten minutes to carb-load and spend the
next two hours naked and in bed…or the shower…or the
floor…whatever.”

He released her and rushed to grab plates.
“Let’s make it eight minutes, and you got yourself a deal.”

* * *

The next morning, Pepper was reluctant to get
out of bed. Connall grinned as he kissed the spot on her neck that
usually made her giggle. “Wake up, beautiful.”

“No,” she grumbled, and
tried to roll away from him.

He followed her. “We have a meeting at the
bank in one hour. I can wake you in time for you to pull on some
clothes and go, if you really want to go back to sleep.”

She groaned. “Why did you make the meeting
so early?”

“For most of the human
race, ten is a perfectly acceptable meeting time.”

“Yeah, well, I’m no longer
human, remember?” She wrapped the pillow around her
head.

Connall chuckled as he pulled it away and
kissed her cheek. “Come on, love. Bank, consulate, lunch, and then
you get some girl time with Sam.”

She pushed her hair away
from her face and sighed. “How much
girl time?”

“We’re all meeting for
dinner. It’s Max’s last night in town, so he and Niall will be
there as well.”

She sat up and smiled. “Okay. I’m
awake.”

“I thought that might get
you moving.” He climbed out of bed and tried to ignore his naked
wife doing the same. He’d much rather take her back to
bed.

“Me too, baby,” she said
with a grin and closed the distance between them. She wrapped her
arms around his neck and kissed his chin. “You could always join me
in the shower.”

“Could cut down on time,
provided we don’t get too distracted.” He cupped her bottom. “No
funny business, wife.”

She giggled. “Good luck with that.”

Connall led her to the bathroom and was
surprised they managed to dress, eat, and leave the flat in just
enough time for their meeting.

Arriving at the bank, they were immediately
led to a private office and offered coffee and pastries as they
waited for the manager.

“Shouldn’t we have gone to
the consulate first?” Pepper asked. “Won’t I just have to change my
name again?”

Connall shook his head. “You’ll sign your
new name and it’s taken care of.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Is this a Scottish
thing, or a money thing?”

“What’s that?”

“The fact that there
aren’t hours of paperwork and red tape?”

He grinned. “I don’t think you want to know
the answer to that one.”

“Probably not.” Pepper
made her way to the window and stared out. “This truly is a
beautiful city. The buildings are exquisite.”

“I’m somewhat partial to
it myself.”

Pepper faced him and crossed her arms. “I
don’t know if I want to go to MGA.”

“Well, that’s a change in
topic.”

She sighed. “I know. I’ve been wrestling
with it for a few days.”

He shrugged. “So, don’t go to MGA.”

“Maybe I won’t,” she
retorted.

“Why don’t you want to
go?”

“I like Inverness, even if
I’m stuck in the monster house. I love being so close to Jonesy and
you. I also signed up for MGA to escape, which I knew at the time,
but now that I’m married to a millionaire, I think I can perhaps
let the money go. Maybe they can use it for a
scholarship?”

He closed the distance between them. “Ah, so
my money’s not so much of a turnoff now, eh?”

She patted his chest. “I’ve realized that
there isn’t anything that could turn me off from you, but the money
is certainly something I’m going to have to get used to. You’re
still going to have to be patient with me on that one.”

He smiled. “Of course.”

“Thank you.”

Further conversation was cut off with the
arrival of the bank manager and the signing of paperwork. Their
next stop was the consulate, and once her name change was done and
Connall had ensured her permanent residency was recorded, it was
time for lunch.

He took her hand and they headed toward one
of his favorite cafés. “So, how do you feel, Mrs. Gunnach?”

“That’s Lady Cavell to
you, sir.” She grinned up at him. “Or is it Princess
Pepper?”

He laughed. “Oh, that’s just too bloody
adorable to be legal.”

She giggled. “We’ll stick with Mrs. Gunnach,
then.”

They arrived at the café and were seated at
a window table. They removed their coats and settled them over
their chairs.

An older gentleman, balding and gray, handed
them menus. “Lord Cavell, it’s so good to see you again.”

“Thank you, Nicholas. May
I introduce my wife?” Connall turned to Pepper. “Sweetheart, this
is Nicholas. He owns the café and makes the best shepherd’s pie in
Scotland.”

“You are too kind, sir,”
Dennis said as he beamed.

“It’s lovely to meet you,”
she said.

“Wonderful to meet you
too, Lady Cavell. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Coffee and water please,”
Pepper said.

“Same,” Connall
added.

The man shuffled away and Connall squeezed
Pepper’s hand. “I have something for you.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You always have
something for me.”

“Okay, something I can
give you in public.”

She frowned. “Bummer.”

He laughed and pulled out a small red
leather box, opening it to reveal a simple white-gold wedding band
nestled in the satin.

“Oh, Con, what did you
do?”

“Now that we’re officially
married…” He pulled the ring out and slipped it on her finger. “You
have to have a wedding band.”

Pepper ran her finger over the simple
white-gold band. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

He leaned forward and kissed her. A bright
light startled both of them and they jumped apart to see two
photographers snapping pictures through the window.

“Shite,” Connall snapped,
and rose to his feet. “Let’s go.”

Nicholas rushed toward them. “Go to the
back, sir. We’ll get rid of them.”

They grabbed their coats and made a run for
the back of the restaurant. One of the kitchen staff guided them to
a private office and Connall closed the door and pulled Pepper
close. “I’m sorry, love. I should have warned you about them.”

“It’s fine. Sam filled me
in on the paparazzi.” She started to laugh and then seemed like she
couldn’t stop.

“What’s so funny?” he
asked.

“It’s just if you’d told
me, even a month ago, that I’d meet a drop-dead gorgeous playboy
with millions and he’d fall madly in love with me and marry me
within a week of meeting…I’d have laughed and then probably cried
because my life was such a mess.”

“And now?”

“And now I’m standing in
the back office of a small café knowing that if the paparazzi
aren’t diverted, we either won’t get to eat, or we’ll be relegated
to a tiny corner in the kitchen. And I couldn’t care less.” She
slid her arms around his waist. “It’s a little surreal, you
know?”

He chuckled. “Yes, I suppose it is.”

“What’s going to happen
tonight?”

“What do you
mean?”

“Um, hello, all three of
the Gunnach men, plus Max and Niall all in one place? Half of
Fallen Crown and three of the richest men in Scotland all in one
place? It’s going to be a crap-storm.”

“Not really.”

“How are you going to stop
it?”

“Technically, it’s a
private show for a few of their biggest fans—”

“They’re
playing?” she squeaked,
cutting him off.

He grinned. “Didn’t I mention that?”

She smacked his chest. “How did you manage
to keep that from me?”

He chuckled. “Distraction, love.”

She clapped and jumped up and down. “They
haven’t played near me in years. The last time I saw them was six
years ago.”

“Max wanted to give you a
wedding present and I suggested this might be a good one. Plus, he
can kick off his tour and give a few other fans a chance at an
intimate show.”

Pepper threw herself into his arms. “Ooooh,
I love you, love you, love you!”

He lifted her to his height and kissed her.
“So, this is a good gift, then.”

“The best. Thank you.” She
kissed him again. “But what about the paparazzi?”

“No one will know we’re
there. We’ll be in a private viewing box, where we’ll be served
dinner.” He lowered her to the ground. “So, although word may get
out about the band, Ali and several of his best will be there for
protection.”

She clapped her hands again. “I can’t
wait.”

A knock at the door brought Nicholas. “I’m
so sorry for the trouble, sir. I have a more private table for you,
and lunch is of course, on the house.”

“Oh, that’s not
necessary,” Pepper said quickly.

“It’s my pleasure,
m’lady,” Nicholas replied. “Please. Follow me.”

Once they finished lunch and Pepper insisted
Connall leave the man twice the amount of the bill, Connall led her
back to the apartment, using back streets and alleys just to be
safe.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

SAM CALLED TO let Pepper know that Payton and
Fiona would join them for their outing, and Pepper couldn’t wait
for a day out with her friends. She’d been so wrapped up in Connall
since they’d met, she felt like she hadn’t given herself a chance
to come up for air.

Her first order of business was a wedding
ring for Connall and then something to wear for the concert. She
kept her wedding band on, but decided against her engagement ring.
She felt a little uncomfortable wearing such a large diamond
without Connall there to beat off the robbers.

Connall’s laugh sounded in
her mind. Robbers?

Better safe than sorry.

“You are allowed to wear the engagement
ring, sweetheart,” he said from the doorway of the bedroom. “And it
also shows the rest of the world you’re taken.”

“My wedding ring does
that.”

“Not until after the
creep’s close enough to see it.”

She chuckled and tried to put on her watch,
but had trouble with the clasp and stuck her wrist out for help. “I
know you think it’s silly not to wear it, but it’s not just because
of the theft thing.”

“What else?” He secured
her watch.

“Well, store owners see
that rock coming at ’em, and they’re going to double their prices,
especially when they see my checkbook.”

“Your
checkbook?”

“P. E. Gunnach. It’s right
there in black and white.”

“What is?”

“The invitation to take me
for all you’re worth.”

Connall laughed. “Och, love, you are bloody
adorable.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Are you laughing at
me again, Dr. Gunnach?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,
Mrs. Gunnach.” He cupped her cheek. “Besides, you’re going to the
Mile. Everyone there knows my sister and Payton. They wouldn’t dare
take advantage of you. They’re too afraid of Brodie.”

“Not Kade?” she
asked.

“Kade’s a puppy dog
compared to Brodie.” He smiled. “One store owner raised her nose at
Payton some years back and found herself out of business and out of
favor. Word got around.”

Pepper gasped. “I can’t imagine that sat
well with Payton.”

“Oh, it didn’t. We found
out quiet, unassuming Payton could out-yell pretty much anyone we
know. I don’t think she managed to stop Brodie from interfering,
but he’s certainly done a better job of doing it without her
finding out.”

“What’s the deal with
them, anyway?”

“Payton’s not twenty-five
for another two months, give or take a week, which means her heart
won’t definitively know Brodie’s her mate until then. But he knows
she’s his. Has since she was fifteen, which was when he first met
her. And I think she wants him to be hers, but she’s cautious by
nature, so she’s waiting.”

“Ten years? He’s waited that long?”

“Aye. The waiting’s nearly
killed him, which is why he joined the Royal Air Force for five
years. But we’re on the home stretch now, and he’s trying to be
less of a bull in a china shop around her.”

“You all look ridiculously
young. How does the aging thing work?”

“The Cauld Ane age at the
same rate as humans until mating year. After that, we age at about
one year per one hundred human years. It’s not exact, but that’s
about the average. Now that you and I have mated, our aging process
becomes more like one year per two hundred human years. But with
our hearts bonded, you and I will age at the same rate and die at
the same time. ”

“So even though you’re
centuries older, you’re not going to die hundreds of years before
me?”

He smiled. “Nope. I’ll be around as long as
you are.”

She looped her hands around his neck. “Wow.
Can you imagine everything we’ll see in our lifetime?”

He kissed her. “It’ll be even more amazing
seeing it with you.”

“Yoo-hoo,” Sam called out.
“Anyone home?”

“Back here,” Pepper
responded, and then grinned at Connall. “I’ll wear the
ring.”

He smiled and slipped it on her finger.
“Thank you.”

“I hope it’s okay I let
myself in,” Sam said as she poked her head into the bedroom. “The
door was open.”

Connall frowned. “It was open?”

Sam raised her hands. “Unlocked, sorry.
Didn’t mean to worry you.”

“Ready?” Pepper
asked.

“Yeah.” Sam led them back
out to the front room. “Fi’s at our place, we’re just waiting for
Payton. Alasdair’s getting the car.”

“Where’s my phone?” Pepper
mumbled as she patted her pockets.

Connall handed her the purse and cell phone
she’d left in the bedroom.

“Right.
Thanks.”

He chuckled and kissed her cheek. “It’s my
absolute pleasure to keep track of you.”

“Someone has to do it,”
Sam retorted.

“Laugh, laugh,” Pepper
said with a grin.

Connall ushered the women from the flat and
then followed them down to Kade’s apartment. Pushing open the door,
he couldn’t stop his smile when he found Payton snapping something
in Gaelic to Brodie. He thought he heard donkey’s arse or something
similar.

“Well, hi there, Payton,”
Connall said. “I see my brother’s in fine form today.”

She smiled at Connall. “Sure. Let’s go with
that.”

Sam giggled and hugged Payton. “Are you glad
to be home?”

Payton lived with her family in Edinburgh,
close to Angus and Fiona, and not far from the office.

“Definitely. It’s nice to
have some space again,” she said, with a pointed glare toward
Brodie. She grabbed her purse and pulled out an envelope. “This
arrived for you at the office today, Con.”

“Just in time,” he said as
he ripped it open. He pulled out a black credit card and handed it
to Pepper. “For you, sweetheart. Just sign the back and you can
shop to your heart’s desire.”

“No, that’s okay. I’m
good.”

He smiled. “It’s yours, Pepper. Take
it.”

“No, really. It’s fine.”
She pasted on a fake smile. “I have those temporary checks from the
bank, plus I have my credit card from home.”

“I’d rather you
take this card,
love. It’s separate from our bank accounts and gives you a little
more freedom, spending-wise.”

“I don’t
need it.”

I want you to take the damn card,
Pepper.

I don’t want to take the damn card, Connall.
You just put a hundred-thousand pounds in my shiny new bank account
this morning. I don’t need a credit card as well.

What if you want to buy something that costs
more than a hundred thousand?

She gaped at him.
What could I possibly want that would cost more
than a hundred-thousand pounds?

“Fine,” he
said.

“Great,” she
added.

Connall turned away from her and handed the
card to Sam. “Just in case,” he whispered.

Sam shook her head, but slipped the card in
her purse.

Fiona walked into the room from the back of
the apartment, followed by Angus. “Hi, Pay,” she said and hugged
Payton, then turned to Pepper. “Hi, Pepper. How was your first day
in Edinburgh?”

“It was good,” Pepper
said. “Even with the photogs.”

Fiona rolled her eyes. “Ugh. They’re
parasites.”

“You’ll keep your eyes
open today,” Angus warned. “Right?”

“Yes, Angus,” Fiona said.
“Ali will also be close.”

“Maybe we should join
you,” Kade said.

“No,” came the unified
response.

Sam laughed. “We’re big girls, Kade. We can
handle a few photographers. Stop worrying.”

He leaned down and kissed her quickly. “Be
careful.”

“We will,” she
promised.

“Let’s go before they pull
rank,” Pepper said, and kissed Connall. “I’ll see you in a few
hours.”

“I love you,” he
said.

“Love you too,
baby.”

Pepper followed the group to the elevators
and they headed to the garage to meet Alasdair.

“Ladies,” Alasdair said as
he opened the car door.

“Hi Ali,” Sam said, and
climbed into the back of the large SUV.

Another man Pepper didn’t recognize sat in
the front passenger seat. He smiled briefly at Sam and then turned
forward again.

Pepper followed Sam and sat next to her,
pulling the seat in front upright so Payton and Fiona had enough
room to slide in. They buckled up and Alasdair started the car. As
they drove out of the garage, Sam opened her purse. “Okay, don’t be
mad.”

“What?” Pepper asked in
suspicion, and groaned when Sam handed her the credit
card.

“Just take it, Pepper.
It’ll be safer for you to use this than carry cash, and it’s
certainly faster than writing a check.”

Pepper turned the card over. “Is this one of
those cards?”

“What cards?”

“Those ones for the
stupidly rich with a monthly disposable income that equals the
amount of an average person’s house?”

Sam giggled. “Pepper, just sign the back and
put it in your wallet.”

“I don’t have a
pen.”

Sam grinned, handing her a thin Sharpie.
“Had a feeling you’d say that.”

Pepper rolled her eyes, but took the pen and
signed her name. “Your organization skills are annoying
sometimes.”

Sam giggled. “Oh, I know.”

“Will you do something for
me?”

“Of course.”

“I know I have money to
spend and I want to find something really nice for Con, but will
you tell me if I’m either being cheap or spending too much? I feel
a little out of my league…no, actually, I feel a
lot out of my league
here.”

Sam smiled. “I’ve got your back, Pepper.
Don’t worry.”

* * *

“Pepper?” Connall called through the door.
“Will you let me see you now?”

“Just a sec.” Pepper
adjusted her new black leather jacket and checked the mirror. Black
jeans, tight in all the right places, but still comfortable. She
wore a black bustier under a brand new black camisole which covered
enough not to be trashy, but showed just enough to be sexy. Her new
outfit had the wow quality she was looking for and was exactly what
she’d envisioned wearing to the concert. “Okay. Come
in.”

Connall pushed open the door and let out a
louder than expected whistle.

Pepper giggled. “It’s okay?”

He slid his hands over her hips. “Better
than okay. You look gorgeous.”

She bit her lip. “I’ve never spent this much
on clothes before, so if it’s too much, let me know. I’ll return
something.”

Connall laughed. “Baby, you are keeping
everything. It would be a crime to return it.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Yes, you’re sexy as hell.”

He leaned down and kissed her.

“We’re going to be late if
you keep doing that,” she said.

Connall grinned. “So?”

“I have something for
you.”

He slid his hand under her camisole. “Which
I’m trying to get at.”

“Not that,” she retorted.
“Your ring.”

“So soon?”

“They were very
accommodating at the jeweler.” She reached into the bag on her bed
and pulled out a navy-blue leather box. “I hope you like
it.”

He rubbed his hands together and then took
the box, opening it to reveal a simple white-gold band with
double-rope inlay around the edges. “Pepper, it’s perfect.”

“Are you sure you like it?
It just felt like you, but Mr. Ferguson said you could return it if
it’s not right.”

He slid the ring on his finger and tossed
the box onto the bed. Wrapping his arms around her, he kissed her,
lifting her and laying her on the bed.

“I love it,” he said, and
proceeded to do some amazing things with his mouth.

Pepper yanked his shirt over his head, but
before they could go any further, the doorbell sounded, ripping
them from their romantic moment.

He dragged his lips from hers and settled
his forehead against hers. “Damn doorbell.”

She gasped in deep breaths in an effort to
calm herself.

The doorbell pealed again.

Pepper licked her lips. “You better get
that.”

He pushed himself off the bed and left the
room, pulling on his shirt as he went. Pepper righted her clothes
and tried to bring her hair back under control.

Connall returned and sighed. “We’re going
with Kade and Sam. Brodie and Angus are already at the theatre, and
Ali’s waiting in the garage.”

She grinned. “I’m ready…although I wish we
had an extra fifteen minutes.”

“How I’m feeling right
now, love, we’d need an hour.”

“Ooh,” she groaned. “Don’t
put that visual in my head. I’ll make you find a closet
somewhere.”

He kissed her cheek. “View it as a promise
for later.”

“Not making it better,
Connall.”

He laughed and grabbed his leather jacket.
“Let’s go. I have a surprise for you.”

“Another one?” she said as
she dropped her phone into her purse and followed him from the
apartment. “I need to stop letting you distract me.”

“Promise me you’ll stay
out of my mind for twenty minutes?”

She wrinkled her nose. “If you insist.”

“Thank you.”

They met Kade and Sam in the parking lot and
Alasdair drove the couples to the theatre. King’s Theatre was a
beautiful old building built in the early nineteen hundreds and one
of the most popular places to see a show. Pepper couldn’t wait to
get inside, but frowned at the long line of fans already standing
in the cold, waiting to be let in.

“They haven’t opened the
doors yet, huh?” she said.

“They have to us,” Connall
assured her.

Alasdair pulled down a side street and into
the private back lot of the theatre. The doors opened and they were
ushered in and into a private room set up with tables and chairs
and set for dinner. Pepper grabbed Connall’s hand as she caught
sight of the entire band, along with Angus, Fiona, Brodie, and
Payton.

“Surprise,” Connall
whispered. “It’s a mini wedding reception for us.”

Pepper grinned. “I can’t believe you did
this.”

“I can’t take all the
credit,” Connall said. “Max helped.”

Max made his way to the couple and wrapped
his arms around Pepper’s waist, lifting her off her feet. “Welcome
to the family, Mrs. Gunnach.”

Pepper laughed and hugged him back. “Thank
you!”

Connall slid his arm between the two of them
and pulled her off Max. “Okay, that’s enough of that.”

Pepper tried to stay calm and not squeal
like a teenage girl as she was introduced to each band member. She
gripped Connall’s hand like a talisman, which calmed her
considerably. As servers brought wine out, Max picked up an
acoustic guitar and started playing “Heavy is the Heart.”

“Your favorite song, Pep.
Imagine that,” Sam exclaimed. “Will you sing for us?”

Pepper blushed and shook her head.

“Do you know it?” Max
asked.

“Kind of,” Pepper
said.

“Kind of, my butt,” Sam
retorted.

Max started the song again and Pepper joined
in. She couldn’t believe she was being treated to a private
concert, let alone singing with her idol. She thought she’d explode
with excitement.

Dinner was festive, albeit short, with the
call for the band to get ready to go on.

Connall led Pepper down a hallway and tried
to shield her from the photographers as much as possible, but the
amount of flashes coming at them meant it was more important he
make sure she didn’t trip as they made their way to the side of the
stage.

The only photographers allowed in this area
were the two personally picked by Max.

Connall slipped his arm over her shoulders.
“We’re going to hang out here for a couple of songs, then we’ll go
up to the box.”

“Really?” she
asked.

“Really.”

“Oh, okay. Twist my
arm.”

He grinned and pulled her closer as the
curtain rose and the roar of the crowd more than likely broke a few
sound barriers. Pepper was in heaven…and unprepared for Max’s
announcement.

“Hey, everyone. I want to
invite a couple of special people to come on stage to help us out
with a song. Do you want to meet them?” The crowd went wild. “I
thought so.” He beckoned to Connall and Pepper. “Come on, you
two.”

“What did you do?” Pepper
asked Connall.

“I’m going to play and
you’re going to sing,” he said innocently.

“Shut up! I am not.”
Pepper gripped his arm. “I’m not warmed up!”

“What do you think all
that was in the back?”

“You are
insane.”

He took her hand and dragged her onto the
stage. A guitar tech handed Connall his guitar, the pretty blue one
she’d seen hanging in his studio, and another man handed her a
microphone and pair of in-ear monitors.

Max held his hand out to her and she glanced
at Connall before taking Max’s hand and letting him lead her to the
front of the stage. “I’d like you to meet Pepper. She and my best
friend, the ugly one back there with the blue guitar, just got
married.” The crowd went wild again. “What some of you probably
don’t know is that Connall played on six of the tracks off our last
album, but tonight he’s going to help us out with an oldie and he’s
roped Pepper in to sing with me.”

Pepper tried not to pass out. She was used
to performing, had done it since she was little, but usually in
theater or karaoke, and certainly nowhere near the scale that this
was.

“Ready?” Max
asked.

“No,” she said.

Max grinned and raised an eyebrow. “How
about now?”

“I think I hate
you.”

“Oh, I know.” Max laughed.
“Take a deep breath. Ready now?”

At her nod, he released her hand and
directed the band to start.

Pepper barely remembered anything about
their performance. She got through it and she felt like it went
well…the crowd certainly responded positively, but it wasn’t until
she got off stage and Connall ushered her up to their private box
that she realized the actual response.

The family gathered around her,
congratulating her on a great job and raving about the performance.
Pepper felt a little overwhelmed by the attention, but did her best
to be gracious, despite her embarrassment.

Once the chaos died down a bit, they took
their seats and focused back on the band. Pepper sat next to
Connall and linked her fingers with his. “You’re lucky you’re cute,
you know.”

He grinned, kissing her hand. “You were
amazing, sweetheart. I have a feeling you’re going to get a
recording offer.”

She shook her head. “You’re delirious.”

“Just watch. I’ll be
beating them off with a stick.”

Sam shoved her iPhone at her. “Someone
posted this just a few seconds ago and it’s already gotten almost
ten-thousand views.”

“Seriously?” Pepper stared
down at the screen. Someone had uploaded her performance, and it
didn’t sound half bad. She handed the phone back to Sam. “Was I
really okay?”

“You were amazing! Are you
kidding me?” Sam squeezed her arm. “You know I’d never lie to
you.”

“I can’t believe they did
that to me.”

“I’m so glad they did,”
Sam said.

Sooner than Pepper was ready, the band said
it would be their last song and Max grabbed his acoustic
guitar.

“I want to thank Connall
and Pepper again. Didn’t they do a great job?” Max said.

The crowd screamed and Pepper was grateful
they didn’t know where she was sitting. She felt the heat in her
cheeks as she buried her head in Connall’s shoulder.

The band finished and left the stage.
Connall took Pepper’s hand and led her downstairs to the room
they’d been in for dinner. The band was scheduled to do a
meet-and-greet for a few fans, but Connall wanted to touch base
with Max before they left.

Max grinned as Connall and Pepper approached
him. “How badly do you want to kill me?”

“A lot a bit.” Pepper
shook her head. “But it was probably a good idea to spring it on
me. I wouldn’t have agreed otherwise.”

Max laughed. “That’s what Sam said.”

“We’ve been friends too
long apparently,” Pepper joked.

“I’d really like to sing
with you again,” Max said. “Wanna come on tour?”

Pepper giggled. “No, but thank you. I have a
horse and a husband to take care of.”

“Okay, then in the
studio.”

“We can talk about it when
you get back.”

Max nodded. “Deal.”

“Max, it’s time,” Niall
said.

A guard pulled open the door and Max’s face
changed. A beautiful woman stood in the hallway, her long brunette
hair falling almost to her waist. She appeared annoyed as she
talked with the young man standing next to her.

Max glanced at Niall and frowned.

“Is that your—?” Niall
asked.

“Aye,” Max said and headed
to the door.

“Who was that?” Pepper
asked. “And why does it feel electric in here?”

Connall leaned down and whispered, “It
appears Max just found his mate.”

“No way.
Really?”

He nodded and guided her back to Sam and
Kade. The small group headed out to the car and made their way back
to their apartments.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

THE NEXT EVENING, after a relatively quiet
day, Connall couldn’t help but catch onto Pepper’s excitement to
join Kade and Sam for a private dinner at one of their favorite
restaurants. He helped her clasp her watch to her wrist and then
kissed her palm. “You smell amazing.”

She smiled. “Thank you.”

“I love this outfit.” He
tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

Pepper wore dark jeans and her blood-red
cardigan with the black lace camisole underneath. Her black boots
stopped at her knees and emphasized her perfectly formed legs.
She’d pulled her hair back with a headband, but kept her bangs down
and swept to the side. She was stunning.

“Really?” She laughed. “My
Old Navy standard?”

“Is that a good store?” he
asked.

“It’s one of my
favorites…probably not what you’re used to. Great value and great
style all in one.”

“Great style is certainly
true.”

She shrugged. “I just figured if we’re going
to be bombarded with photogs like last night, I don’t want to
embarrass you. Which is why I took a little extra time with my
makeup.”

“You could go out in a
burlap bag and without makeup and still be the prettiest girl in
the world, love.”

“Which is why I love
you.”

He grinned. “Good to know.”

“Any updates on Max and
the mysterious lady?”

“As a matter of fact, he
called while you were in the shower.”

“And?” Pepper
asked.

“Her name is Grace Wilson,
she’s twenty-four—”

“Uh-oh,” Pepper said. “Not
ready yet.”

“Nope and not interested
in Max. She apparently has a boyfriend.”

“Shut up! How does
that happen…not in the
Cauld Ane world but Max’s world.”

“He’s a little surprised.”
Connall chuckled as he slipped his watch on. “And he’s postponed
part of the tour to follow her to Portland, Oregon.”

“What?”

“She lives there and he
has a show in Portland in two months, I think, so he’s going to
take time off to find her.”

“Wow. You guys are serious
about your women, huh?”

Connall kissed her nose. “Once I found you,
I would have moved the world to love you.”

Pepper grinned. “And you did. Well, a very
large animal who happened to be my world before I met you.”

He kissed her, but they were interrupted by
the doorbell.

“I’ll get it,” he said and
left the room.

Pulling open the door, he gave Sam an
assessing glance and laughed.

“What?” Sam
asked.

He waved his hand. “Come in and see.”

She stepped inside, followed by Kade.

“Seriously?” Pepper
exclaimed.

The women groaned. Other than the shoes,
they were wearing virtually the same outfit.

“I’ll change,” Sam
offered.

“No,” Pepper said. “It’s
fine. I’ll change. My blue cardigan’s clean. I’ll be right
back.”

“Sorry,” Sam called as
Pepper headed back down the hall.

Kade chuckled. “I imagine that’s going to
happen a lot.”

Sam grinned. “We could chalk it up to our
new Cauld Ane connection, but honestly, we used to do it when we
were human too. For all our differences, it’s scary how similar we
are.”

Without warning, a vibration resonated
within them. Something they could all feel.

“Shite,” Connall snapped
and made a run for the bedroom, shoving the door open.

Pepper stood in the middle of the room, her
face white as a sheet and her old phone at her ear. She swallowed
and nodded as tears streamed down her face. Connall managed to grab
her before the phone slipped from her hand and her knees buckled.
He slid to the floor with her, settling her on his lap.

Kade reached down for the phone and handed
it to Connall.

“What happened?” Sam
asked.

Connall put his finger to his lips and the
phone to his ear. The line was dead. He set the phone on the
nightstand and swore.

“What’s going on?” Kade
asked.

Pepper whimpered. Connall gave her a gentle
squeeze. “It’s going to be okay, sweetheart.”

She buried her head in his neck.

“What the heck is going
on?” Sam demanded.

“Anders isn’t the
stalker,” Connall provided.

Pepper gasped and leaped off his lap. “You
knew?”

He nodded and rose to his feet. “Dalton
called me yesterday. While you were cooking.”

She crossed her arms. “Why didn’t you tell
me?”

“I didn’t want to worry
you needlessly. Was that him?” Connall asked gently.

She nodded, her body
shaking. Connall pulled her into his arms and stroked her back. She
smacked his chest with her fist. “You said he was the one. You said
you’d found him.”

“I know, sweetheart. I’m
sorry. I thought we had. Anders is
the one who left the notes on Jonesy’s stall, but
he’s not the one who sent the other letters and he also wasn’t the
one at Dalton’s store. That was someone else. Anders was not the
one Dalton shot.”

Sam bit her lip, leaning against Kade when
he wrapped an arm around her. “What did Dalt say?”

“Just that,” Connall said.
“They don’t have any leads right now, but he’ll keep me
posted.”

Sam glanced up at Kade. “Cole can help.”

He nodded. “So can Ali.”

“You’re safe, baby,”
Connall assured Pepper. “He can’t touch you here.”

“He called me here!” she
snapped.

“On your old phone, which
I’m going to destroy.”

“But what about my mom? Or
Rio?” She turned to Sam. “Or your parents?”

Sam smiled. “Dalton will protect them. You
know he will.”

“And Rio and his family
are being watched,” Connall added.

“What about my mom?”
Pepper pressed.

Connall stroked her cheek. “Your mother is
under twenty-four-hour surveillance until she’s well enough to
travel, which should be in about three days.”

“What? Where’s she
going?”

“Here, sweetheart.
Alasdair’s making the arrangements to have her transferred to a
clinic in Inverness.”

She took a deep breath and squeezed her eyes
shut. “He knows I’m in Scotland.”

“What do you mean?”
Connall said very slowly. “What exactly did he say?”

“Hello, my love, how are
you enjoying Edinburgh?” she whispered.

“Damn media,” Connall
snapped.

Kade pulled out his phone and left the
room.

Connall tried to calm his rage as he stroked
her back. “It’s fine, love. We’ll sort it out.”

Kade returned a few minutes later.

“What did you find out?”
Connall asked.

“The call didn’t originate
here, but Ali said they can’t quite pinpoint where it did. It’s
possible it came from somewhere in Scotland, but the only thing
they know for sure is that it’s not Edinburgh.”

“Damn it.”

“It’s fine, Con,” Sam
said. “We can order in. Hang out and watch a movie. It’s no
biggie.”

“We’re going home,” Con
said.

“I don’t think that’s
necessary, is it? He probably just saw my picture from the café.”
Pepper pulled away from Connall and wiped her face in frustration.
“If he’s not here, then I don’t want to be chased away…or lead him
back to our home. Maybe we should set a trap. I am
sick of this asshat
dictating my life! Let him come after me. I’ll burn the
mother.”

“Pepper!” Sam said,
stifling a laugh.

“Well, I will,” Pepper
said.

“It could be anyone,
Pepper,” Connall said. “Until we know who and where the threat is,
I’d feel more comfortable taking you home. And there’s no way in
hell I’m setting a trap until you’re somewhere he can’t touch
you.”

“I don’t want to stop my
life because someone is trying to mess with me.” She stomped her
foot. “Then he wins.”

“I know, love, but I still
think we should be careful. If we’re at home, I can make sure
you’re safe,” Connall insisted. “For now, let’s have some popcorn
and watch a movie, okay? We’ll order a pizza. We can head home
tomorrow.”

“Throw in wine and I’ll
consider it.”

Sam laughed. “Like that would even be a
question. Change into your sweats and meet us back at our place.
We’ll have wine, popcorn, and a movie ready to go in the media
room.”

Pepper sighed. “Fine.”

Sam and Kade left the apartment and Connall
laid his hands on her arms. “Hey, we’re going to find the guy. No
one’s going to hurt you.”

Pepper nodded. “I know, baby. I just want
this over, you know?”

“I know.” He kissed her
forehead. “Will picking the movie make you feel better?”

Pepper chortled. “I want something with a
lot of guns and men without shirts…I mean, a rom-com.”

He laughed. “I’m sure Kade can
accommodate.”

* * *

The next morning, Connall worked with Kade’s
pilot to finalize a flight plan. Due to Connall’s meeting
commitment at Gunnach Pharmaceuticals, they would have to wait
until the following day to fly home, but as long as they stayed
close to the office or the apartment, Connall was confident he
could keep Pepper safe.

He tiptoed into their bedroom just after
nine and went about trying to wake his wife. She grumbled, but
finally opened her eyes.

“Good morning,” he said as
he kissed her cheek.

“Are mornings ever
good?”

“They are now that I get
to see your beautiful face.”

She smiled. “How did you sleep?”

“Other than you tossing
and turning in your sleep? Fantastic.”

She sighed. “You sound like Sam.”

“You often sleep with Sam,
do you?”

“I’ll never tell.” Pepper
giggled. “My neat-nick friend wakes up with her bedding exactly
where it was when she went to sleep. I could make my bed every day
and still manage to destroy it…as she used to complain constantly.
In the end, I had to remember to close my door so she wouldn’t have
to see it.”

“I’m sure she appreciated
that.” He smiled. “I talked to Russell and he says we can leave
first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Who’s Russell again?” she
asked, stifling a yawn.

“Kade’s pilot.”

“Oh, right.”

“Anyway, I have a meeting
I committed to this afternoon, but it won’t take long, so I thought
we could head on over to the office for a tour and then have lunch
with Kade and Sam. Sam said she cleared her schedule this afternoon
to babysit you.”

“Sounds fun. You could
also come back to bed and we can meet them for lunch and
then a tour. You already
know what the office looks like.”

Before he could answer, his phone rang.
Surprised to see Max’s name come up on the screen, he frowned.
“Hold that thought, love.” He answered the call. “Max? Hey,
everything okay?”

“I have some information
for you. Kinnon came clean.”

“Oh?” He put his phone on
speaker and Pepper sat up with a frown.

“He said some American
paid him to take out Pepper’s boyfriend. The American’s words, not
Kinnon’s. He’s southern I’m assuming, because Kinnon said he talked
like Sam.”

Pepper’s mouth gaped open. “How?”

“Oh, hi, Pepper,” Max
said.

“Hi. How would Kinnon have
met this guy?”

“Drug deal. You know what
Kinnon’s like. He’ll do whatever he needs to do to
score.”

“Did he say who the guy
was?” Connall asked.

“Here’s the thing,” Max
said. “He’s not really sure. He was high.”

“Shite.”

“Sorry, Con. He’s not
well. He’s always been an idiot, but he’s also so deep into this
life, Niall and I don’t know how to help him. If we find anything
else out, we’ll let you know.”

“Thanks.”

“We’re sorry, Con. I don’t
know if you know how much.”

“I do, Max,” Con
said.

“Thanks, brother. Gotta
go. I’ll call you in a week or two, or earlier if I hear
anything.”

“Sounds good. ’Bye.”
Connall hung up.

“Who is this guy?” Pepper said, more to
the universe than to Connall.

Before Connall or the universe could answer,
Pepper’s phone rang. “Hello?”

Her face went white and Connall had a hell
of a time honing in on what was going on. Finding the path to her
brain, he discovered it was Dalton on the phone.

“…he’s there,” Dalton
finished.

“The stalker’s here?”
Connall asked. Pepper nodded and handed her phone to Connall.
“Dalton? What the hell is going on?”

“Jet’s the one after her
and he’s in Scotland.”

“The guy who attacked her
in high school?” Connall snapped.

“You know about that,
huh?”

“Of course I know about
that.”

“Right,” Dalton said. “I’m
on my way. I’m in London right now and a day behind him, so just
keep Pepper close.”

“When’s your flight out of
London?”

“Delayed, so who knows?”
Dalton complained.

Connall swore.

“Connall!” his brother
called.

“Hold on, Dalton.” Connall
handed Pepper a robe. “Put this on, love.”

He headed out of the bedroom.

“I used my key.” Kade
asked. “What’s wrong?”

Sam didn’t say anything as she headed to the
bedroom.

“Dalton’s stuck in
London,” Connall said.

“Why’s he in
London?”

“Because Pepper’s
stalker’s here.”

“Right.” Kade pulled out
his phone.

“Dalton, you still there?”
Connall asked.

“Yeah, man.”

“Russ can pick him up in
an hour,” Kade said. “He just needs to get to the
terminal.”

“Kade’s sending his
plane,” Connall said, and then gave Dalton instructions on where to
go and who to meet.

Sam returned with Pepper in tow. Sam held
her hand out. “May I talk to Dalton, please?”

Connall handed the phone to Sam and focused
on Pepper. “You okay?”

She nodded, but Connall could see her hands
shaking as she wrapped her arms around his waist.

“We’ll get him, baby,” he
whispered and hugged her.

Sam finished her call and then handed the
phone to Pepper. “Dalton wants to talk to you.”

“Hi,” Pepper
said.

“Hey. Stay alert, okay?”
Dalton ordered. “I don’t know what he’ll do or how close he’s
gotten.”

“Don’t worry, Dalt. I
will.”

“Okay. I’ll be there in a
couple of hours. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Thanks, Dalton,” Pepper
said. “For everything.” She hung up and then pulled away from
Connall.

“What does he want?” she
murmured.

“Do you think he still
holds a grudge?” Sam asked.

Pepper shrugged and slapped her cell phone
against her palm as she paced the room. “Oh, crap!”

“What?” Connall
asked.

“The cassette, the movie
poster, the forty-five! He was trying to send me a
message.”

“What cassette, poster,
and forty-five?” Sam asked, irritation crossing her
face.

Pepper paced the room. “He
was playing “Every Breath You Take” when I got to his house that
day, and he said he wanted to watch Fatal
Attraction.” She rubbed her forehead. “I
remember thinking how weird that was.”

“And obviously, the “My
Obsession” record is self explanatory,” Connall added.

“When exactly did all of
that happen?” Sam demanded. “And why didn’t you tell
me?”

Pepper sighed. “I’m sorry. The weird gifts
and phone calls started right before you left to come here. I
didn’t want to worry you…or give you an excuse to stay.”

Kade wrapped an arm around Sam and smiled at
Pepper. “I’m grateful for that.”

Sam scowled at her best friend. “You
should’ve told me.”

“I promise I’ll tell you
next time,” Pepper retorted.

“Are you okay?” Sam
asked.

“Right now, I’m
pissed.”

Connall raised an eyebrow. “Which means
what, exactly?”

“That we’re not leaving
Edinburgh until Jethro ‘Asshat’ Rivers is either locked up, maimed,
or dead. At this point, I don’t care which.”

Sam nodded. “I don’t have a problem with
that.”

“Samantha,” Kade
admonished. “You are not getting involved.”

“Like hell I’m not. I
should have done something ten years ago, but instead I let Pepper
walk into a nightmare.”

“Whoa!” Pepper argued.
“Need I remind you, you tried to talk me out of going over there? I
was the one who didn’t listen. If you hadn’t told Dalton, something
much worse could have happened.”

“It doesn’t really
matter,” Kade said. “Neither of you are having anything to do with
this. We will
take care of it. Without
you. Got it?”

Sam took Pepper’s hand, gave it a squeeze,
and then nodded at Kade. “Got it.”

“I mean it, Sam,” Kade
pressed. “You are not to engage.”

Sam smiled. “Yep. Got it.”

Kade narrowed his eyes, but didn’t say
anything further. He turned to Connall. “Want to head on over with
us?”

“We’ll meet you for
lunch,” Connall said. “Ali’s dropping Dalton here first, so we’ll
bring him with us.”

“Sounds good,” Kade said.
“Do you want a key to our place?”

Connall shook his head. “Dalton can leave
his stuff here and we’ll take it to your place later.”

Sam hugged Pepper and then followed Kade out
of the flat.

Connall locked the door and faced Pepper.
“Neither of you are going to leave this alone, are you?”

Pepper shook her head. “You’re definitely
smarter than the average bear.”

“Fine.” He crossed his
arms. “Just promise me you’ll stay close to me. Or Sam. Or Santa
Claus, I don’t really care. Just make sure you are never
alone.”

“Santa? What’s he gonna
do? Use the elves as muscle? Newsflash, they aren’t big enough to
ride most of the rides at Disney World.”

Connall raised an eyebrow. “Your humor’s
intact, I see.”

“My plan is to stay as
close to you as possible, so I don’t think that will be a
problem.”

“Good answer.”

Pepper smiled. “What would you like for
breakfast?”

“Surprise me,” he said,
and leaned down for a kiss. “I’m going to take a quick
shower.”

“Hey.”

“Hmm?”

“I love you.”

He grinned. “I love you too.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

DALTON ARRIVED TWO hours later and spent more
time than Connall would have liked hugging Pepper. He fisted his
hands at his side in an effort not to hit the man.

Fight the urge,
baby.

He needs to get his hands off you.

Pepper gently pushed
Dalton away and grinned up at Connall. Okay. Okay. Don’t kill him.

She leaned against Connall and he wrapped
his arms possessively around her. “How was the flight, Dalton?” she
asked.

“Flying private’s the way
to go. I could so live like this forever.”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “Most people say
that.”

“I think everyone says
that but you.”

“I’m beginning to change
my mind,” she grumbled.

“Shocker.” Dalton laughed.
“Cole said he’d meet us at the Gunnach Towers, does that sound
right?”

Connall nodded. “Aye. You can leave your
bags here for now. Kade and Sam are already at the office, but
we’ll meet them at their place for dinner and you can settle
in.”

“I can stay here, if that
would make you feel better,” Dalton said to Pepper. “I want you to
feel safe, babe.”

“I do feel safe,” Pepper
said.

“Are you sure?”

“She’s sure,” Connall
pressed, fisting his hands at his side again.

Don’t hit him,
Connall. She laid her hand on his
arm. I know you want to, but
resist.

“I’ve got her, Dalton. But
thanks.” Connall said pointedly.

“If you need me, you only
have to ask, right?” he asked Pepper.

Connall shifted.

He’s messing with you, Con. Take a deep
breath.

“Yes.” Pepper gripped
Connall’s hand. “I appreciate it, but we’re all good, and I know
Sam wants to spend some time with you.”

Dalton grinned. “Be sure to let me know if
you change your mind.”

Connall stiffened again.

“I won’t change my mind,
Dalton.” Pepper grabbed Connall’s arm with her free hand. “And you
need to stop.”

Dalton shrugged and gave Connall a sly grin.
“Stop what?”

“Dalton,” she
warned.

He reached his hand out, as if to touch her,
but Pepper shook her head. “Dalton!”

Now he’s just being an
ass. If he says
one more thing, Connall, I’ll let go of your arm.

Right now, I want him to give me an
excuse.

Dalton lowered his arm. “Sorry.”

“How about we head to
lunch?” Pepper suggested.

“Sounds great,” Dalton
said.

They made their way down to the garage and
into the car Alasdair had waiting for them. The offices were close
enough to walk, but Connall wanted them safe and to be driven from
building to building under cover. He ushered them up the private
elevator and to the executive offices.

Payton sat at the large desk outside of
Kade’s office. He’d made several personnel changes over the past
few weeks and one of them was to steal Payton away from Duncan
MacKenzie, their Chief Hiring Officer. Duncan wasn’t happy, but
with the promise that Payton would not only hire his new assistant
but train them as well, he reluctantly agreed. Not that he really
had a choice, but Kade had wanted to give him the illusion he did.
One of the reasons Kade was respected far more than his father had
been.

Payton grinned and stood as the three of
them exited the elevator. “Hello, everyone. Dalton, it’s lovely to
see you again, especially so soon.”

“Payton. Wonderful to see
you as well. How do you like being home?” He smiled and shook her
hand. The perfect southern gentleman.

“It’s much quieter, but I
love it,” she said. “Kade and Sam are expecting you. Agent Drake
has also arrived. If you’ll follow me, I’ll walk you
back.”

Connall waited for Dalton and Payton to
precede him, keeping himself between Pepper and Dalton.

What’s Dalton going to do, Con?

I’m not willing to find out.

You act like he’s going to
accost me or something. He’s always been respectful. Plus he
knows. Oh, wait! No he doesn’t. He doesn’t
know we’re married.

Connall sighed.
We need to fix that.

She took his arm and turned him to face her.
“That’s fine, but let me do it, okay?”

“Not alone.”

“What? Why
not?”

“Because he may object,”
Connall said.

“Baby. Come on. You’re overreacting. It doesn’t matter if he
objects.” Pepper peeked around him and then frowned. “I want to
tell him alone. I owe him that. But if you want to be close by,
that’s fine.”

Connall took a deep breath. “I suppose I can
live with that.”

“I thought once we were
bound, this jealousy would stop,” she whispered. “You have nothing
to worry about.”

“It’s not jealousy as much
as me wanting to keep you safe.” He kissed her forehead and pulled
her close. “I don’t want to take any chances.”

She smiled. “I get it. But it’s all going to
be okay.”

“I hope so,” he said, and
led her down the hall and into Kade’s office.

* * *

Once Kade and Connall went into their
meeting, Sam directed a tour of the offices and lab, and then the
small group decided to stop at the café for something to eat. They
ordered and sat at one of the tables away from the windows. Pepper
knew she was going to need to proceed carefully with Dalton. She
knew he’d be hurt.

“So, this thing with
Connall is serious, huh?” Dalton asked.

So much for proceeding carefully. Pepper
glanced at Sam and then nodded. “Very.”

“Like exclusive?” he
asked.

“Like married.”

“What?” he said. “You got
engaged?”

Pepper shook her head. “No. We got
married.”

Dalton stared at her. Just sat and stared at
her for several uncomfortable seconds.

“Dalt.” Sam laid her hand
on her brother’s arm.

He yanked it away and shook his head. “What
the hell, Pepper? You’ve known the guy for less than a month. What
about us?”

“What about you?” Sam
asked.

Pepper shook her head. “We were done a long
time ago, Dalton. You agreed.”

“Um, excuse me,” Sam
pressed. “When exactly did you start?”

“We dated for a while
after her twenty-first party,” Dalton ground out.

Sam’s face went red and she crossed her
arms.

“I’m sorry, Sam,” Pepper
rushed. “I didn’t want to say anything unless it went somewhere,
and since it was over before it really began, it was easier just to
keep it to myself.”

Sam stood. “I need a minute. I’ll be right
back.”

Pepper tried to follow but Sam shook her
head.

“Don’t, Pepper. I’m mad
enough to say something I might regret. Just stay with
Dalton.”

Pepper bit her lip, her heart breaking. The
last person she wanted to hurt was Sam. She nodded and sat back in
her seat and Sam left the café.

“Are you really hurt,
Dalt?” she asked.

“Aw, baby. I’m
devastated.”

“Dalton,” she admonished.
“Honestly?”

He fiddled with the knife on the table and
shook his head. “Honestly? No. Not hurt. I saw you two together
back at home. But I am concerned. I mean, how much do you know
about this guy?”

Pepper raised an eyebrow. “What did your
background check reveal?”

He gave her his innocent look. “What do you
mean?”

“Oh, please. I know you
well enough to know that you would have done checks on Kade
and Connall.”

“Yeah.” Dalton laid the
knife down. “They’re saints who give more money away than pretty
much anyone on the planet. Which worries me even more.”

“I love him, Dalton. From
the moment I met him, I knew he was the one. That won’t ever
change.”

“I believe you. I guess I
just never figured you’d end up with a billionaire
playboy.”

Pepper cocked her head.
“Um, I think you’re a little mixed up. You mean Kade’s the billionaire,
right?”

Dalton chuckled. “Babe,
Connall makes more money than either of his brothers. He’s worth
over a hundred billion.”

Pepper swallowed.
Connall, were you planning on telling me this
major piece of information?

Eventually. Would you please tell Dalton to stop calling you
“babe.”

“You didn’t know?” Dalton
asked.

“I didn’t realize it was
that much,” she said.

Dalton chuckled. “It’s probably more with
all his properties.”

When you’ve been alive for
as long as we have, you do nothing but amass
money. I’m still
me. Remember that.

I’m trying, Con.

“You okay?” Dalton took
Pepper’s hand.

She felt Connall’s irritation and quickly
pulled away from him. “Yeah. I’m fine. I’m just a little
overwhelmed with everything right now.”

I’m coming
down.

Don’t, baby. He’s just being Dalton. Go back
to your meeting.

She felt him relax, so she focused back on
Dalton. Their order was announced and Dalton went to the counter to
pick it up. Pepper’s phone pinged in her purse. She grabbed it and
saw she had an email from an unknown source with a video
attached.

Watch this.

She played the video and her blood went
cold. Helen Smith was tied to a chair with a gag in her mouth and
tears streaming down her face.

Pepper’s phone rang and she grabbed it.
“What are you doing to Helen?”

“I want you to leave the
café, Pepper, and do everything I say. If you do anything to alert
Dalton or your boyfriend, I’ll kill her.”

“How do I know she’s not
already dead?” Pepper whispered, calming her heart to block
Connall.

“I’m still alive,” Helen
whimpered. “Don’t listen to—”

A slap sounded and Pepper heard Helen’s
painful cry.

“What do you want me to
do?” Pepper asked.

“I want you to leave the
café and head down to Greenside Row. I’m watching.”

He hung up and Pepper forced a smile as
Dalton set the tray on the table. “You okay?”

Pepper nodded. “Yes, fine. Just need to use
the ladies’ room. I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll come with
you.”

“No!” she snapped. “Um, I
mean, I can go to the bathroom without you. It’s right over there.”
She pointed toward the foyer. “You can watch from here,
okay?”

He frowned, but finally nodded.

Pepper headed toward the restrooms and
pushed open the door, watching as Dalton kept his eye on her. He
glanced down at his food and she took the opportunity to escape his
sight.

* * *

Connall felt Pepper’s
sudden panic and frowned. Pepper? Are you
okay?

Fine, baby. Go back to your meeting.

He relaxed until he felt
her panic again. Pepper, what the hell is
going on?

She didn’t respond.

Pepper?

Nothing. He stood, slamming his chair
against the wall in his effort to get out of the room as fast as
possible.

Brodie frowned and Kade rose to his feet as
well. “Gentlemen, we’ll need to reschedule. An emergency,” he
said.

Connall made a mad dash for the lifts.

Payton stood up as he passed her desk.
“What’s wrong?”

“Pepper,” was all he could
manage as he slammed his hand against the lift button. “Damn it!”
Before he could put his fist through the wall, the elevator arrived
and he entered the code to bypass the other floors. A beep sounded,
warning him he’d entered the wrong number. “Shite!”

“Here,” Payton offered,
appearing like a guardian angel. She stepped in the elevator and
entered the code. The doors closed just as Brodie rushed for
her.

Connall heard his brother’s curse as the
doors closed before he could reach the lift. “You shouldn’t have
done that, Pay.”

She shrugged. “If Pepper’s in trouble, you
might need my help. Brodie will find me.”

Connall realized that for all Payton’s
nonchalance when it came to his brother, she knew he’d protect her.
Connall could see that assurance was something she loved about him.
She may not be ready to admit her feelings until her birthday, but
it was clear she loved Brodie.

The elevator doors parted, and Connall
rushed through them before they fully opened, nearly running into a
woman as he sprinted to the café. “Sorry,” he called as he sailed
past her.

He saw Dalton sitting at a table, eating a
muffin. “Where’s Pepper?” Connall snapped.

Dalton nodded toward the bathroom. “In the
restroom, why?”

“I’ll check, Con,” Payton
offered, and slipped in through the door, returning a moment later
shaking her head. “She’s not there.”

“Damn it!” Connall grabbed
Dalton’s shirt and yanked him from the chair. “You were supposed to
watch her, you son of a bitch. Where the hell is she?”

“Get your damn hands off
me,” Dalton ground out.

Payton bent down and picked up what looked
like Pepper’s watch.

Connall released Dalton and grabbed for the
watch. “The clasp never stays closed.”

Footsteps sounded and Brodie and Kade
arrived, with a guilty-looking Samantha. “What happened?” she
asked. “Where’s Pepper?”

“We can’t find her,”
Dalton provided.

“I am the
worst friend.” Sam burst
into tears and fell against Kade. “I let my hurt overtake my common
sense.”

“Shhh, love,” he
whispered.

Payton took Pepper’s watch from Connall and
closed her eyes. Brodie shifted so he was in front of her, masking
her from prying eyes.

Connall grabbed his cell phone and punched
in Alasdair’s number. “Track Pepper. Now,” he demanded and hung up.
Pushing Brodie aside, he glared at Payton. “So? Anything?”

Brodie laid his hand on Connall’s shoulder
and squeezed. Hard enough to prove as a silent warning to take care
with his mate.

“Sorry,” Connall
said.

Payton frowned. “I see her heading toward
Prince’s Street, I think.”

“You think?” Connall pressed, receiving
another squeeze. “Damn it, Brodie.” He shoved him away.

Brodie scowled, but Payton squeezed his arm.
“He’s worried. Let him be.”

She closed her eyes again and Connall’s
heart raced as her expression changed from concentration to fear.
“She’s near the Balmoral.”

Connall saw the black SUV pull up outside
and made a run for it, Brodie and Kade on his heels. They jumped
inside and Alasdair pulled away from the curb. “Balmoral.”

“Aye. We have another
problem,” Alasdair said. “Tavish’s son’s gone missing.”

“When?” Connall
asked.

“Couple hours
ago.”

“Dick and Helen were
traveling with Tavish and Beth. It was a short holiday for the
family,” Connall provided.

“I’ve got men on it,”
Alasdair assured him. “We’ll find him.”

They drove toward the hotel, but before they
reached the building, Alasdair turned and headed away.

“What the hell?” Connall
bellowed.

“Her phone’s moving,”
Alasdair explained.

Connall glanced at the screen Alasdair had
on his dashboard. The green dot, indicating Pepper’s cell phone,
was in fact moving.

Connall’s phone rang and he saw his sister’s
name on the screen. “Now’s not a good time, Fi.”

“Don’t hang up,” Fiona
insisted. “You need to calm yourself and focus on her emotions. The
reason you can’t hear her is because you’re trying to listen to her
mind. You need to listen to her emotions. That will give you the
link you need.”

“Are you sure?”

“Aye.”

“Thanks,” he said, and
hung up. Digging his fingers in his scalp, he focused on Pepper. It
took a few seconds to find the path of her fear, but Fiona was
right. Once he did that, he had a direct line to her.
Pepper? Sweetheart, where are you? Answer
me.

Don’t give in, don’t give
in, she chanted to herself.
It’s not safe.

Connall let out the breath
he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He could feel her. Hear her.
Protect her. I can hear you, lass. And you
bloody well will give in.

How did you break
through? she asked, sounding
frustrated.

Don’t you dare get pissed
with me, Pepper Gunnach. You promised not to block
me. Now where the
hell are you?

He has Helen. He’ll kill her if I say
anything.

We’re on our way, love. Tell me where we’re
going.

No.

He won’t know we’re there. Tell me.

What if he hurts her because of me?

Connall scowled.
If he touches either one of you, I’ll kill
him.

I don’t want you to get hurt, Con.

Damn it, Pepper! So help me God, if you
don’t tell me where you are, I will take Jonesy somewhere you will
never find him.

She gasped.
You wouldn’t.

Don’t test me on this.

He held his breath for several tense
seconds.

Well, Helen’s more
important that my horse, she finally
said.

Damn it, Pepper!

Connall lost contact and squeezed his eyes
shut again, in an attempt to focus.

…museum.

He heard only the tail end of Pepper’s
scattered thoughts, but it was enough. “RSA, Ali,” Connall
instructed.

Kade dialed a number and spoke to the
academy president, who assured Kade that he’d be on the lookout for
Pepper, and would also allow the brothers private and secret
entrance to the building.

Alasdair pulled the car to the back of the
Royal Academy of Scotland and the brothers climbed from the SUV and
headed into the private door being held open by the academy
president’s assistant, Jennifer.

“Come this way,” she said,
obviously understanding the urgency.

She led the brothers to the security room.
“We have cameras in every room in the museum,” she said. “This is
Joseph, the head of security.”

They took a minute to shake his hand.

“I’ve got my men
canvassing the building, but it would help to have a picture of the
woman,” Joseph said. “To distribute.”

Connall pulled out his phone and, after
asking Joseph his cell number, sent one of his favorite pictures of
Pepper to Joseph, who then sent it to his guards.

“Do you have a photo of
the perpetrator?” Joseph asked.

Kade nodded and forwarded it to him.

“Right,” Joseph
said.

I don’t know where the Scottish painter’s
exhibition is.

Connall heard Pepper’s voice in his head.
“She’s headed to the Scottish painter’s exhibit,” he said. At
Joseph’s questioning look, Connall waved his phone.

Joseph nodded and grabbed his walkie-talkie.
“Thomson and Clark, head to the painter’s room.” Setting down his
walkie, he pulled up the camera feed.

Kade left the room, returning minutes later
with Sam, Payton, Cole, and Dalton. Brodie pulled Payton aside, a
scowl on his face. Connall couldn’t focus on them, though. He was
too busy watching the camera.

“I need to get down
there.”

“You can’t, Con,” Kade
said. “He knows what you look like.”

Con scowled. “He’s knows what we all look
like.”

“He doesn’t know me,” Cole
said.

“He’s right,” Dalton said.
“Cole could watch from a distance, and if it goes to hell, he can
protect her.”

“Damn it,” Connall
snapped.

“There is another option,”
Sam said, and pulled Connall and Kade aside.

“No!” Kade
snapped.

“I just need eye contact
with him,” she argued in a whisper. “He’ll do whatever I tell
him.”

When Kade bound Samantha, she discovered she
had the power of suggestion, which had saved them a few weeks
ago.

“Absolutely not, Sam, and
I’m not arguing with you about it again.”

Connall shook his head. “Kade’s right, Sam.
You’d have to get close to him, and I can’t worry about you as
well.”

Sam sighed. “Fine, but if you can’t figure
something else out, I’ll have no choice.”

“Back to the other plan,
Con,” Kade whispered. “You have to remember that Jet’s not one of
us. Cole will be able to deal with him. Buy you some time at the
very least.”

Connall gave Cole a nod and Cole removed his
badge and FBI-issued jacket. Pulling his shirt from his pants, he
rolled the sleeves up and dragged his hands through his hair to
mess it up a bit.

“How is he going to go
down there and not look out of place?” Payton asked. “This guy will
pick up on another man walking the museum, especially since he
knows Pepper’s typically surrounded by protection.”

“What do you suggest?”
Cole asked.

“I’ll go with
you.”

“Like hell you will!”
Brodie snapped.

“I’m the only one besides
Cole this guy doesn’t know,” Payton argued. “We can be a couple
taking in the museum.”

“No,” Brodie
said.

“Well, if you want to be
the reason your sister-in-law is hurt…”

“Damn it, Payton.
You could be
hurt.”

She smiled. “With you close by? Not
possible.”

“It’s a good idea,
Brodie,” Cole said. “And I promise, I won’t kiss
her…much.”

Kade stepped in front of Cole as Brodie
lunged for him. Kade grasped his brother’s shoulders and pushed him
back. “Cole, you’re going to get yourself killed,” Kade said over
his shoulder.

Cole grinned. “Not with you around.”

Sam shook her head. “Cole. You’re
insane.”

Cole peered around Kade still holding Brodie
back. “Ready, Payton?”

“Yes.” She sidled past her
mate and joined Cole.

“Please be careful,”
Connall said.

Payton squeezed his arm. “We’ll find her,
Con.”

Brodie leaned down and kissed her cheek
before letting her walk out the door.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

ONCE PAYTON AND Cole left the room, Connall
stood staring at the screens.

“We got her,” Joseph said,
and pointed to the screen. “She’s near the Wilkie.”

Dalton pulled out his phone. “She’s by the
Wilkie, Cole, whatever that means.”

Joseph moved the camera and Connall watched
as Cole and Payton came on the screen. Payton’s hand was looped
through Cole’s arm and she was pointing to the Wilkie as though
fascinated with the painting.

The camera zoomed in on Pepper just as she
caught sight of the couple. Her face went white.

Pepper, ignore
them. We’re
watching you from the security room and Cole’s there to watch your
back—

Because Jet would
recognize you.

Aye. Connall watched her shoulders slump onscreen.
Baby, I’ve got you.

Okay. I love
you.

I love you too.
He crossed his arms and stood vigil as Pepper
walked the perimeter of the room. Then, without warning, she
disappeared from the screen.

“Where is she?” Connall
demanded.

Joseph moved the camera, but she was
gone.

“Damn it,” Connall
snapped. “Where is she?”

I’m in a back room, baby.

Anything else you can give me?

Jet’s texting me as I go. I don’t know where
I’m ending up until I’m there. Sorry.

Connall pretended to be reading a text.
“She’s in a back room somewhere.”

“Check the holding room,”
Joseph said into his walkie.

“I see her. She’s through
another door,” Dalton said, pointing at one of the
monitors.

“Where the hell is she
going?” Connall demanded.

Joseph leaned forward. “The only thing back
there is the boiler room.”

“Show me,” Connall
demanded.

Joseph stood and led Connall out of the
room. The rest of the group followed, with Kade and Sam bringing up
the rear. Connall followed the security guard through back passages
and anterooms, growing more and more frustrated as the journey
seemed to drag on.

Finally, Joseph opened a door and paused.
“This leads to the boiler room.”

“Stay here,” Connall said
to him, and slipped through the door.

The hallway was narrow and cluttered with
large boilers, file cabinets and other discarded items. Connall was
forced to hug the wall as he made his way farther into darkness.
His brothers followed. A scream cut through the dark and he forced
himself not to haul ass toward it.

Pepper?

It’s
Helen. Helen
screamed. He hit her.

“Stop!” he heard Pepper
beg. “Jet, please. Don’t hurt her anymore.”

The hallway opened to a small room dimly lit
by a light swinging overhead. The sound of steam hissed in the
background and Connall could see Helen tied to a steel pipe, her
hair stuck to her face and a gag in her mouth.

He turned to his brothers and held his hand
out. They nodded and flattened themselves against the wall. Connall
heard what he thought was steam, and when he turned, he saw Cole
across the corridor, behind a large boiler, Payton behind him.

She appeared to be motioning to Brodie to
stay where he was, but Connall knew Brodie didn’t like the
order.

Connall focused back on Pepper. She was
handcuffed to another pipe, one hand left unbound. A tall lanky man
with dark hair paced the space, a gun in his hand, and mumbling as
though he was talking to someone other than Pepper. When the light
caught her face, Connall could see a nasty bruise on her cheek and
blood on her lip.

I’m okay, Con. Truly.

I feel your headache.

“Jet,” Pepper said.
“Please. Let her go. I’ll come with you. Whatever you want, but
Helen isn’t part of this.”

Jet was alone, and human, and Connall’s
initial reaction was to rush him.

Don’t! He has her grandson hidden somewhere.

Damn it. Let me at least
help with the pain. Connall closed his
eyes and worked to relieve her headache.

Thanks, baby.
The migraine was making it difficult to think
straight.

Jet laughed. “Oh, I’ll let her go. I’m just
trying to figure out if I’m gonna let Scotty live. That’ll be up to
you, my love.”

“Okay, Jet. I understand.
I’ll do whatever you want,” Pepper said as though to sooth a feral
beast. “Just tell me where he is so that I can have Dalton go get
him, okay? I’ll go with you. I’ll do whatever you want me to do,”
she repeated.

Scotty’s Tavish’s
youngest.

The
driver?

Connall saw confusion and
fear cover her face. Aye, love.

His phone buzzed and he glanced at the
screen. Payton had texted him.

*If I can touch him or something of his, I
may be able to figure out where Scotty is.*

Another buzz and he glanced at his phone
again.

*If u say anything to B, I will hurt u.*

Connall shook his head and then focused on
Payton again. She narrowed her eyes and cocked her head. He gave
her a nod and held a finger up.

Pepper, we’re going to try something. Does
Jet have something on him? Maybe something you can remove and throw
to us?

Pepper’s mouth gaped open
for a split second. Oh, sure. Let me get
right on that. It’s not like I’m handcuffed to a pipe or
anything!

Jet continued to pace, mumbling
incoherently.

Connall took a deep
breath. I know, baby. Just do your
best.

Ultimately, he didn’t want Pepper close
enough to get something off of Jet. Connall just wanted to kill
him, but with Scotty’s life in danger, he had to try something else
first.

“Jet,” Pepper said. “What
can I do? I’m here. You have me cuffed and I have nowhere to go.
Can you please let me know where Scotty is and let Helen
go?”

“Shut up! Just shut up!”
he screamed.

Helen whimpered and Pepper
squeezed her eyes shut. He’s spiraling,
Con. I don’t know what to do.

“You ruined my life,” Jet
snapped.

“How did I ruin your life,
Jet?” Pepper asked.

He stepped up to her and jabbed a finger in
her face. “Because you got me kicked off the team and out of
school! If you hadn’t been such a lying little bitch, none of that
would have happened!”

She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I really
am.”

Jet raised his hand to slap her but she
moved just enough to distract him, clanking her handcuffs against
the pipe. Connall saw something silver catch the meager light,
rolling in his general direction, but before he could reach for it,
Payton had already caught it and closed her eyes.

Connall watched Brodie’s body stiffen as
they all stood silently in the hallway, out of sight of the madman.
Connall knew his brother was frustrated. Unlike him and Pepper,
neither Brodie nor Payton had the gift of empathy, so until they
were bound, they couldn’t speak telepathically. Brodie had to rely
on the human way of communication, and now Connall could see he
desperately wanted to know what was going on.

Connall’s phone buzzed.

*I see a cabin. Looks like Max’s. Sent info
to Ali.*

Connall swore softly. It would be faster to
just lay the idiot down and have Sam make Jet tell him where Scotty
was.

No! Don’t do anything yet. Please, Con.

We have an idea where he is, Pepper.

Not
definitely. Just
wait. Okay? Just a few more minutes. He can’t do anything to
me.

I don’t like this.
He searched her face, partially obscured by Jet’s
pacing.

I know.
She met his eyes. But
we’re okay. For the moment, at least.

One wrong move, Pepper, and I’m going to
kill him.

She raised an
eyebrow. Resist the urge, baby.

Connall rolled his eyes and tried not to
smile. His mate could find something comical in just about any
situation. The buzz of his phone forced his focus away from Pepper.
He glanced at it and saw that Payton had texted him again.

*Nothing so far. Ali had Max’s cabin checked, just in
case.*

“Jet,” Pepper said.
“Please tell me where the little boy is. He’s probably scared. It’s
not like I can do anything, right? I can’t go anywhere. But I bet
Helen would like to know her grandson is safe.”

“You’re lying!” Jet
snapped.

“About what,
Jet?”

“You were supposed to be
with me.”

He’s not making any sense,
Pepper.

“I’m here now,” she said.
“I’m not going anywhere, I promise. Can you just tell me where
Scotty is? Please? I really need to know that he’s
safe.”

“He’s safe,” Jet said,
stopping his pacing for the moment. “He’s not far from
here.”

Connall’s phone buzzed.

Payton’s text came
up. *Castle. Museum has old serf home
display.*

Connall sent a text to Alasdair and then
focused back on Pepper.

“Is someone with him?”
Pepper asked. “Jet?”

“What!” he
bellowed.

“Is someone with
Scotty?”

“Bitch!” Jet screamed, and
aimed his gun at Helen.

“Jet, no!” Pepper begged.
“Please don’t hurt her!”

Connall’s heart raced. They couldn’t wait
any longer. He gave Brodie a nod. Brodie nodded back and, using
telekinesis, pulled the gun from Jet’s hand. Connall rushed Jet,
slamming him to the ground. Cole joined Connall and cuffed Jet’s
hands behind his back. With Jet under control, Connall wrapped his
arm around Pepper and held her close as he pried the handcuff open
with one hand. She fell against him, her legs weak.

Kade was already checking Helen’s injuries.
Her swollen eye and cheek looked painful.

Connall kissed Pepper’s bruise and she
sighed in relief as it healed immediately.

“We still don’t know where
Scotty is,” Pepper complained. “You should have waited.”

“They found him,” Payton
said as she glanced at her phone. “They found Scotty. He’s
okay.”

“Where was he?” Connall
asked.

“Edinburgh Castle. Tavish
has him.”

“I’ll get Jet over to the
LBP,” Cole offered.

“No. No police,” Connall
snapped. “We take care of this. I
will take care of this.”

Before Cole could comment, Jet lunged. In
the chaos, he’d managed to break away from Cole and lunge at
Pepper. Cole grabbed for Jet just as Connall moved to protect
Pepper, but she was too fast for both of them. She sent a fireball
directly at Jet, setting his clothes on fire. He screamed and fell
to the ground, rolling in an attempt to put the flames out. Kade
and Brodie worked to get Jet back under control as Connall looked
at Pepper. Her face was expressionless and her hair was dark. He
reached out to take her arm, but she scowled at him and pulled
away.

“Pepper? Love? Are you
okay?”

She fisted her hand and delivered a
surprisingly strong right hook.

“Whoa!” Connall grabbed
her arms and gently pushed them behind her back, pulling her closer
to his chest in an effort to control her. She struggled against
him, leaning her head back as if to head butt him. He shifted so he
could hold her arms with one hand and keep her head still with the
other. “It’s me, love. Connall.”

“I know it’s you, you
jerk!” she snapped. “You threatened to take Jonesy away from me.”
She continued to try and break his hold.

He was surprised by her strength and the
effort it was taking to keep her still. “You blocked me.”

“Let me go!” she
bellowed.

He did and she stalked
away from him. “I am never
speaking to you again!”

“We’ve got this, Con,”
Kade said.

He nodded his thanks and took off after
Pepper. She sped down the hall and stopped as quickly as she’d
started. She let out a frustrated groan and glared at Connall. “How
the hell do I get out of here?”

Connall tried not to smile as he reached for
her hand. Again, she refused to touch him. He crossed his arms.
“Sweetheart.”

“Don’t you dare
‘sweetheart’ me! Now, tell me how to get out of here. I’m going
home.”

“I’ll take you home as
soon as this is all sorted out, love.”

“My home,” she snapped. “America. Savannah. The South. Frickin’
Alaska for all I care. Just so long as it’s away from
you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I
will take you anywhere you want to go, Pepper, but
nowhere will be away
from me. And I highly doubt you’ll go far from Jonesy.”

“Oh, I plan to take him
with me, have no doubt.”

Connall felt sand shifting under his feet.
The thought of her leaving devastated him. “Pepper,” he whispered.
“I should never have threatened to separate you from him. I can’t
apologize enough. I was panicked and desperate, but it was an empty
threat. You must know that. I would never do anything to hurt
you.”

Pepper burst into tears and slid into his
arms. “I know. I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s going on with me. I
can’t calm down.”

He rubbed her back. “You’ve had a fright,
love.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s more than
that. I feel…I don’t know…angry. Like murderous. And sad, like
desperately sad. And horny,” she added in a whisper. “Like, if we
don’t find somewhere private soon, I will explode. Everything’s
dialed to eleven.”

Instead of becoming excited, Connall found
himself deeply concerned. “How about we call Fiona? She might have
some insight.”

“But…” She slipped her
hands under his shirt. “I need you.”

“Wait, baby.” He tried to
ignore her touch as he dialed his sister. “Fi. Hey, do you have the
book close?”

“Aye,” she
said.

Connall described Pepper’s emotions in as
much detail as he could remember, her hands distracting him to a
painful level.

“It’s the burning,” Fiona
said. “In order to form the fire, her body produces extra energy.
Check her eyes.”

Connall bit his lip. Pepper was currently
running her lips across his stomach. “Pepper.”

“What?” she mumbled as she
slid her hands over his chest.

“Baby, look at me,” he
directed.

She glanced up at him and he gasped. Her
eyes burned red.

“They’re red,” he told his
sister.

“Okay, she’s in full
burning mode. Essentially, she produces the fire, and if it’s not a
major blaze, her body has to expel the remaining energy. She needs
to do something physical or she’ll stay that way for several
hours.” Fiona chuckled. “Running’s good.”

Connall fought the urge to groan. “Okay,
thanks, Fi. Gotta go.”

Pepper slipped her hands under the waistband
of his jeans. He grasped her hands with a frustrated growl. “Wait,
baby,” he whispered. “We can’t do this here.”

She whimpered, her face red and her eyes
burning darker.

“Come with me,” he said,
and guided her down the hall and outside.

He forced her to run up and down the steps
and through the pillars for several minutes until he saw her face
return to her normal hue. He paced her in an effort to keep her
moving.

Pepper stopped between two of the pillars
and took a deep breath. Her eyes were back to their beautiful blue,
although she still appeared to be irritated. “That was not quite
what I had in mind.”

Connall chuckled. “We didn’t have much of a
choice, sweetheart. I couldn’t take you on the floor of the boiler
room.”

“Wouldn’t
is more accurate,” she retorted. She paced,
shaking her hands out. “That was intense.”

“I picked up on that.” He
continued to watch her pace. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. “I think so. I had no idea he’d
go after Helen or her grandson.”

He took her hands and lifted them to his
lips. “None of this is your fault, love.”

“Tavish is Cauld Ane,
right?”

“Aye.”

“But Helen’s human. I
would have never guessed they were related.”

Connall smiled. “Tavish is bound to their
daughter.”

“Aren’t you worried about
Dick and Helen working for us?”

“No. They know who we are.
It’s a strange story, actually, because had we known Tavish had
bound a human years ago, Kade wouldn’t have been so caught
off-guard with everything that happened with Sam.”

“He didn’t think to tell
Kade?”

Connall held his hand out. “Will you let me
hold you now?”

She nodded and he pulled her close.

“Tavish and his family
only recently moved to Inverness. He’d followed his mate, Beth, to
France, but with the passing of his parents, he returned to take
over his childhood home. He’s the only child. Beth’s parents, Dick
and Helen, chose to follow them, rather than be separated from
their grandchildren. I have only recently learned this story from
Helen, and it’s only because we’ve grown close.”

“But surely Tavish could
have said something to Kade.”

Connall shook his head. “Tavish would never
address his king directly and would certainly never offer advice
unless asked specifically.”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s just
stupid.”

Connall chuckled. “Perhaps.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For blocking you.” She
grimaced. “I really need to learn to trust you more.”

“Yes, you do.” He kissed
her nose. “I’m sorry too. I would never ever take Jonesy away from
you.”

She snorted. “I’d like to see you try. It
would probably be your last attempt at anything.”

“Come on. I want to get
you back to the flat so we can go home.”

“And Jet?”

“Jet’s going to hang out
with Kinnon for a while. He needs to detox before I can deal with
him.”

Pepper sighed. “How is it that I’m such a
magnet for addicts?”

“Two people does not make
you a magnet,” Connall said, and led her back into the
museum.

Pepper was swept into Sam’s arms and hugged
as though she were a lifeline.

“I’m so sorry,” Sam said.
“I’m the worst friend in the world.”

Pepper hugged her back. “I think I fall into
that category for not telling you about Dalton.”

Sam squeezed her hands. “Let’s call it even
and promise not to keep things from each other from now on,
okay?”

“Sounds good,” Pepper
agreed.

“By the way, I
suggested Cole and
Dalton forget what they saw. They think you had a lighter,” Sam
said.

“Thank you!”

“I’m going to take Pepper
back to the flat,” Connall said. “We’ll meet you at your place for
dinner. Six good?”

“Yes. Six is great,” Sam
said. “We’ll take care of Dalton.”

Pepper’s hair started to return to normal as
Connall ushered her out of the museum and into the waiting car,
pulling her close as Alasdair drove them to their apartment.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

TWO DAYS LATER, Pepper woke to the quiet
snore of her husband. She tried to go back to sleep, but it didn’t
matter what she did, she couldn’t get him to stop snoring. She
rolled over and wrapped her arm around his waist, pulling his back
to her front and kissing his shoulder. “Time to wake up.”

“What? Is it?” he
grumbled. “It’s still dark outside. What time is it?”

She raised her head to look at the clock.
“Four.”

“In the morning?” He
turned to face her with a frown. “We don’t have to be up for
hours.”

“Maybe, but you woke me
and now I’m bored.”

He chuckled. “What am I supposed to do about
that?”

“I have several ideas,”
she said.

“I’m all ears.”

Pepper’s ideas led to no possible chance of
either of them falling back to sleep, so Connall suggested they
leave their bed around five.

“Where are we going?” she
asked.

“I thought we could go for
an early morning ride. Catch the sunrise?”

“That sounds
interesting.

“I bet Jonesy’s dying to
get out of his stall,” Connall said as he made his way to the
bathroom.

Pepper sat up. “I get to ride Jonesy?”

“Only if you get your cute
bootie out of bed,” he called.

Pepper jumped from the mattress with
lightning speed. “Where are my boots?” she asked.

Connall reentered the bedroom with a grin.
“In the closet.”

“Which is?”

He pointed to the door on the far right of
the bed. Pepper pulled it open. What met her eyes was something out
of a movie. “Whose clothes are these?”

“Yours.”

She faced him. “Shut up. What?”

“Sam organized a little
surprise for you. If there’s anything you don’t like, we’ll return
it.” Connall grinned and led her farther into the closet. “You have
three pairs of long boots here, along with two pairs of ankle
boots. Here’s your riding gear.” He pushed open another door. “And
in here are all my favorites.”

Pepper followed him inside and laughed. “I
feel like I just walked into Victoria’s Secret.”

“I can’t wait to see you
in everything…and am even more eager to see you out of
everything.”

“I can’t wait to have some
fun.” She looped her hands around his neck. “There better be a
naughty nurse costume in there somewhere.”

Connall kissed her. “That was the first
thing I personally purchased.”

“Well done.” She grinned
and pushed him away. “But you need to stop distracting
me.”

“Yes. Sorry. I’ll call
Ahearn and have him saddle the horses.”

“Oh, don’t wake the poor
man. I’m sure we can do that.”

“He’s typically awake by
four, love. He’ll be happy to do it.”

Pepper smiled. “I’m going to be very spoiled
by the time you’re finished with me, you realize that, right?
You’ll create a monster you won’t be able to control.”

He laughed. “Oh, I’m counting on it.”

Pepper took a few minutes to sift through
the new clothes. She found her old clothes, but sadly, those took
up less than an eighth of the closet and looked highly out of place
amongst the expensive fabrics so lovingly hung on the rods.

She found her favorite jodhpurs, worn yes,
but perfectly acceptable for a morning ride. Her old beat-up boots
had been cleaned to gleaming and it would appear, newly polished as
well. They were sitting next to a brand-new pair made from the
softest leather she’d ever felt. Deciding on her old standards, she
forced them on and sighed with pleasure. There was nothing better
than a well-worn pair of boots.

She found two vests similar to what Sam had
worn the day they went riding together. She grabbed one and put it
on and then left the wardrobe of fun and headed for the bathroom to
braid her hair.

“Och, love, you’re
adorable,” Connall said as he stepped up behind her and kissed the
back of her neck.

She secured her braid and turned to face
him. He wore soft jeans and a black, long-sleeved T-shirt. “Where
are your boots?”

“In the mudroom.” He
kissed her quickly. “Let’s eat and then we can head on over to the
stables.”

“Lead the way.”

Pepper followed Connall downstairs and into
the kitchen. Helen had been given a few weeks off to convalesce and
her daughter had offered to fill in, however, not until the
beginning of the following week, which meant Pepper could get
acquainted with the kitchen.

“We could get someone from
Kade’s staff to fill in, you know,” Connall said as Pepper went
about making coffee.

“Totally not necessary,”
she said. “I’m perfectly capable of cooking for us, and I think you
should learn some basics as well.”

“I’m good, thank
you.”

Pepper giggled. “You might be a prince—”

“Might be?”

“Well, you’re certainly
the prince of my heart, but you need to slum it a bit.”

He leaned over the island. “Slum it?
Really?”

“Yep. I’m going to teach
you how to cook.”

Connall grinned. “I’m all for that,
love…just not today. Let’s grab a pastry or something and chase the
sunrise.”

She clapped her hands. “Okay. Let’s go.”

They found bagels in the pantry and cream
cheese in the fridge—something Connall had obviously requested for
her benefit—and headed out to the stables. The thermostat on the
wall of the barn said eight degrees, but Pepper felt perfectly
comfortable in her long-sleeved shirt and vest. Jonesy went a
little crazy when she arrived, like a puppy happy to see his
master, and Connall suggested they lunge him a bit to get him
warmed up.

As Pepper worked her horse, Connall took a
call and when he hung up, he joined her in the middle of the circle
Jonesy was creating as he warmed up.

“Your mum’s arrived and
has been settled into the rehab center about ten minutes from
here.”

Pepper smiled. “When can I see her?”

“Not for a couple of
weeks. The doctors want to evaluate her, but don’t worry, Kade’s
overseeing them.”

“Really?”

“Yes. He
insisted.”

Pepper felt the prick of tears. “Thank
you.”

“Hey, no crying, love.
This is a good thing. Your mum can join us for Christmas if she
follows the rules. Maybe getting her out of her normal surroundings
will give her the boost she needs.”

Pepper nodded. “These are tears of relief. I
promise.”

“Good. Let’s go,
hmm?”

“Yes.”

* * *

Two weeks later, after a surprisingly
pleasant visit with her mother, Pepper left he rehab center with
Connall. They were headed to the castle for a family weekend, and
she was excited to see Sam first for a few hours of retail therapy.
They hadn’t seen each other since Pepper and Connall had returned
home.

Connall drove them to the beautiful downtown
of Inverness, pulling up to one of the more popular shopping
centers in the middle of town. He walked Pepper to where Sam and
Kade stood outside one of the stores, Alasdair and two other
equally large men not far away.

Pepper grinned and hugged Sam. “Hi.”

“Hi, yourself,” Sam
said.

“Ready to spend some
money?”

“I’m always ready to spend
some money,” Sam retorted.

They said their good-byes to Kade and
Connall and headed toward Marks and Spencer. When they were out of
earshot, Pepper glanced at Sam. “Did you bring it?”

“I did,” Sam said. “Let’s
go.”

Sam led Pepper to the restrooms inside the
store. She handed Pepper the pregnancy test and Pepper slipped into
a stall. “If you’d told me I’d be taking a pregnancy test in the
middle of a public bathroom, I’d call you crazy,” Pepper said.

Sam giggled. “Just hurry. I want to know if
I’m going to be an aunty.”

Pepper finished up and set the wand on a
paper towel while she washed her hands.

Sam opened her purse, pulled out a Zip-loc
bag, and handed it to her. “So you can save the test.”

“Good thinking. Thanks!”
Pepper dropped the test into the bag and zipped it closed. “I can’t
believe this is even a possibility. It feels too fast.”

“Does it? I think it’s par
for the course with you two.”

Pepper grinned. “Maybe you’re right.”

Sam’s alarm went off on her phone. “Okay,
what does it say?”

Pepper stared at the test. “Two lines.”

Sam let out a squeal of excitement and
hugged her. “You’re going to be a mom!”

Pepper felt the tears slip down her cheeks.
“This is surreal. But I know exactly what I want to do right
now.”

“Okay. Lead the way, best
friend.”

Are you okay, sweetheart?

I’m great, baby, but can you please stay out
of my head for a while? I have a surprise.

As you wish.

Thanks,
Wesley. Your
Princess Buttercup appreciates it.

Pepper spent the rest of their time shopping
in somewhat of a blissful haze. She couldn’t wait to get home and
present her surprise to Connall, but she was also a little nervous
about his reaction. They hadn’t revisited the conversation of where
the children would sleep, and she hoped they would find their way
onto the same page.

Connall picked her up and they headed home
to gather a few things in preparation for the family dinner later.
Once in their bedroom, Connall set the bags on the bed, all but
one. Pepper had hidden that one in her purse. “I have your
surprise.”

He grinned. “Does it involve showering
together?”

“Later,” she promised.
“Sit down.”

He raised an eyebrow but did as she asked.
Pepper handed him the gift bag and then sat next to him. He pulled
the tissue paper out and then a pair of white baby shoes. He
nestled them in the palm of his hand. “Baby shoes?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

His eyes widened. “Because
we need baby
shoes?”

She nodded. “We will. In about nine
months.”

“Six.”

“What?”

“Gestation period for
Cauld Anes is six months.”

Pepper clapped. “Ooh, even better!”

He dropped the shoes on the bed and stood,
pulling her up with him. Wrapping his arms around her, he kissed
her. She was surprised to feel wetness on his cheeks.

“Are those happy tears?”
she asked.

“Absolutely. I can’t
believe you’d think otherwise.”

“It’s just all happened so
fast.”

He kissed her again. “I am amazed by you,
Persephone Ester Gunnach. Daily. I love you.” He laid his hand on
her belly. “And I know I’ll be amazed by our wee one as well.”

She laid her hand over his. “I cannot
believe this is my life. Honestly. I couldn’t have imagined a more
blessed one.”

“How are you
feeling?”

“I’m fine.”

“You’ve been nauseous
since we got home, but I thought you might have been dealing with
some residual stress. I didn’t think of a baby,” he
admitted.

“You noticed
that?”

“I notice everything about
you, love.”

“That is true.”

“Do you want to wait to
tell the family, or let them know tonight?”

“I’m happy to tell them,”
she said. “What would you like to do?”

“I want to shout it from
the rooftops.”

“As you wish,” she said
with a grin.

“Let’s take that shower,
Wesley, and then we can head over to the castle.”

* * *

Pepper sat in the great
hall of the Gunnach castle and smiled as her new family celebrated
the future arrival of their baby. Connall linked his fingers with
hers and leaned over to kiss her forehead. I love you, sweetheart.

I love you too.

As the family talked around her, she took
stock of the past few weeks. With Jet and Kinnon both on their way
to exile in Micronesia, the fear was now replaced with joy. Her
mother was getting better and, with the new baby, her life was full
and worry-free. Something she’d never experienced before.

She settled her hand on her belly and
whispered to her baby as Connall pulled her closer. Life was just
as it should be and she couldn’t have been happier.

 

 

 

 

* * *
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I was born and raised in New Zealand. With
an American father, Scottish grandmother, and Kiwi mother, it’s no
doubt I have a unique personality.

After pursuing my American roots and
disappearing into my time travel series, The Civil War Brides, I
thought I’d explore the Scottish side of my family. I have loved
delving into the Cauld Ane’s and all their abilities…I hope you do
too.

I’ve been happily married and gooey in love
with my husband for eighteen years. We live in the Pacific
Northwest with our two sons.

 

 

I hope you’ve
enjoyed Bound by Fire

For other titles in the Cauld Ane
Series,

or to learn about The Civil War Brides
Series, please visit:

www.traceyjanejackson.com

 

Find me on Facebook, too!

www.facebook.com/traceyjanejackson

 

If you’d like to listen to The Citizens,
feel free to visit:

www.jacksonjacksonandthecitizens.com
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