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      Only love lasts forever…

      For most of Laila Diaz’s life, nothing has gone as planned. But now, things are finally looking up. On her last day working for child services, she’s scheduled to deliver an orphaned infant to his new legal guardian…grumpy Scottish billionaire Marcus Campbell.

      It’s immediately clear that while Marc is capable (and gorgeous), he’s also in need of a nanny, especially with a six-week family retreat on the horizon. Laila’s out of a job, so she offers to step in. The seductive billionaire seems almost too perfect, and his smoldering looks have her dreaming of hot kisses under the tropical sun. Too bad he’s her boss…

      Marc has never met a woman as caring, sincere, and sexy as Laila. There's something special about her…the way she looks at him, touches him, laughs with him. He’s falling and falling hard—for both her and their new addition. Even as they enjoy paradise together, the real world still looms over them, ready to burst the happy bubble of their romantic affair.

      When the cruise ends, can Marc prove to Laila that they can build something new, something that can last forever? Something more than just a fantasy…
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      Laila checked the address once again, juggling her phone awkwardly with one hand, since the other was occupied with a baby carrier. The six-month-old baby she was delivering to his new guardian was adorable and blessedly calm, but he was also heavy.

      The baby squirmed in his seat. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’re almost there,” Laila cooed. She swung him back and forth gently, even though the action made the ruts the carrier was digging into her forearm even worse.

      When she was sure this was the address, she stepped up to the intercom system and pressed the buzzer for PH, preparing to go into her usual spiel to explain why she was there. To her surprise, the resident—Mr. Marc Campbell—didn’t even ask, as the building’s front door unlocked with a satisfying click.

      “Well, that was easier than expected,” she addressed the baby boy, who was now smiling up at her. “It’s blessedly cool in here, too.” A blast of super-chilled air hit her in the face, and she closed her eyes gratefully. She headed to the waiting elevator—the carrier smacking her in the thigh with every step—and pressed the PH button.

      The baby’s eyes widened at the upward motion of the elevators, and he kicked his feet in excitement. He was such a doll, which was why she’d volunteered to bring him to his guardian, even though she’d already cleared out her desk at child services. She sighed. She was jobless after today, but she’d be okay.

      “We’ll both be fine. You’ll see,” she said to the baby and to herself.

      Moments later, the elevator doors swished open into a wide marble vestibule. An enormous bank of windows afforded a view of the skyline. She paused to gasp. A stunning view like this, and all for one person?

      “Canna help you?”

      Laila turned and gasped again. As beautiful as the view was, it had nothing on the man in front of her. He was the kind of handsome that made her have to look away quickly to hide the flush in her cheeks. It almost hurt to look at him. “Are you Marc Campbell?”

      He nodded, a small furrow springing up between the twin slashes of his brows. “When you buzzed, I assumed you were bringing up the Chinese food I had ordered.” She couldn’t place his accent. Irish? Scottish? He looked at the carrier on her arm. “Are you sure you’re in the right place?”

      “Positive. This is Grayson Clark. He’s six months old.”

      “Okay?” Marc gave her a blank look. “Are congratulations in order then, Miss—?”

      This was always the worst part. Laila tried to soften her words with a smile, but she knew there was no way of saying this kindly. “Diaz. Laila Diaz. I work for ACS—the Association of Child Services. This child was turned over to us by his nanny today after his parents were killed in a car accident. The one with the tanker truck in Fort Lee. You might have seen it on the news?”

      Marc shook his head. “I haven’t been keeping up with the local news this week. You said Clark, though, right?”

      She nodded sympathetically. “Grayson’s parents were named Remy and Kendra Clark.”

      Marc reached out to the wall to steady himself. “Remy,” he breathed.

      “I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you this news.”

      Marc blinked and then shook his head as if to clear it. “No, no. I understand. It’s just—” He pointed at the infant carrier. “They had a son?”

      Laila nodded again. “And they named you as his guardian should anything happen to them. You didn’t know?”

      Marc’s shoulder hit the wall, which may have been the only thing that kept him upright. His face had gone pure white, which answered her question.

      “Mr. Campbell, I am sorry to be so abrupt. We’ve tried to reach out multiple times over the last few weeks but haven’t been able to get in touch with you. There really is no good way to deliver news like this.” She swallowed a little because it was true. This was the part of the job she’d always hated the most.

      Knowing she’d never have to do it again almost made getting abruptly laid off this morning a relief. Almost, but not quite.

      “I thought this might come as a shock to you, so I took the liberty of bringing you some supplies to get you through the night,” she told him hurriedly. She set the carrier down on the marble floor and held out the reusable bag on her arm. “A pack of diapers, enough formula for the night, a clean onesie, and some binkies. I don’t know if he likes binkies or not yet.”

      She set the bag down next to the carrier and looked at the still-quiet child, feeling her heart lurch in sadness to admit there was not much else she could say about this child. She didn’t know anything at all.

      “It’s my understanding that the Clarks’ will is still going through probate, but they left everything to Grayson, so once the paperwork has been sorted, you’ll have access to all of his assets to provide for his care. If you require the estate to forward you some funds for his expenses until then—” Not that Marc looked like he was hurting for money, living in this clearly luxurious penthouse in NoHo, but still, it was part of her job to run through the explanation. “—you can reach out to the executor of the Clark estate. I have that woman’s information right here. She’s a lawyer in Montclair, supposed to have a very good reputation.” She reached into her purse, pulled out the crumpled Post-it note, and held it out to Marc.

      He did not take it.

      Laila looked up into his ashen face and immediately checked herself. In the span of two heartbeats, he had not only found out he’d been named guardian to an infant he’d never met, but also that a friend had passed away tragically. How dare she be so impatient while he processed this news?

      “I am sorry for hitting you with so much at once,” she said, feeling that same tight band of sadness envelop her heart that always gripped her when she confronted the sorrows of this world. Her fingers ached to touch his arm and give him a reassuring squeeze, but she had no right to do so. She needed to stay professional.

      “You’re fine,” Marc said in a gruff, tight voice. “You did nothing wrong. You’re just doing your job.”

      Maybe so, but Laila was too much of a bleeding heart not to empathize with this man.

      She gently set the carrier down at her feet and flexed her fingers before telling him, “I wish I could do more to help, but I’m afraid today was my last day with ACS. If you do have any follow-up questions, I’m sure the remaining staff would be happy to help you—but they might not be the fastest with a response.” Budget cutbacks meant getting rid of a number of jobs, including hers. The people who remained would be incredibly overstretched—as if they weren’t already. “Things are a bit…hectic in the office at the moment. Part of the reason I wanted to be sure to bring him over today as my last task was because I was afraid that if I didn’t get Grayson to you right now, he might slip through the cracks and end up in foster care.” She crouched down to gaze fondly at the infant, who was sleeping openmouthed, a small puddle of drool collecting in the folds by his chin. She couldn’t help smiling at him. “And we couldn’t have you getting overlooked, little man,” she finished quietly.

      When she looked back up, Marc stood in front of her, one arm bent upward as he slowly rubbed the back of his neck. There was a haunted, hollow look to his expression.

      Then he seemed to pull himself together right before her eyes. “Would you mind coming in?” he asked her, stepping back to allow her the first glimpse she’d gotten of the penthouse behind him. “If you could watch him for just a wee while longer so I can make some phone calls, I’d appreciate it.” Then he winced. “I’m sorry—you said this was your last task, on your last day. Do you need to be going? Am I keeping you from anything?”

      “No, not at all,” she said. “I don’t mind staying with him a bit longer.” She made to lift the carrier again, but before she could complete the motion, Marc scooped it up and beckoned for her to continue inside.

      It was an oddly chivalrous gesture, and Laila found herself charmed, then a little embarrassed about getting charmed by something so basic as helpfulness.

      Without the carrier, she felt strangely light as she entered his apartment. Almost dizzy even, although that might have had more to do with the stunning view in front of her than anything else.

      A bank of windows so clean they looked like there was nothing between her and the sky revealed the streetscape below backed by much of the Lower Manhattan skyline. In the setting sun, a tiny wisp of cloud curled around the antenna of the far-off World Trade Center tower, its edges tinged pink like the cotton candy. Unexpectedly, it drew a long-lost memory of a trip to the Jersey shore when her foster parents had bought her a stick of wispy and completely delicious candy floss.

      Laila mentally shook herself, forcibly yanking her thoughts back to the present day, and looked around her. From somewhere deep in the penthouse, Marc’s voice rumbled in low, tense tones. She strained to listen for a moment. His accent had grown thicker, making it difficult for her to understand much of what he was saying. She could only determine that he must be speaking to his lawyer before Grayson stirred in his carrier, drawing her attention.

      The infant scrunched his nose comically as he struggled against the straps. His chubby fist flew upward, and Laila immediately hurried over to where Marc had set the carrier down on the marble floor of the foyer. “Shhh,” she hushed, touching his face. “Oh, you’re all sweaty,” she noted with dismay. “Let’s get you out of there.”

      She hefted him into her arms, and he curled his whole body in to her, nuzzling at her neck a moment, before fussing a little and balling his fist to rub his eyes. Laila looked around for something to catch his attention, but everything in this apartment looked far too expensive to have a baby even breathe near, much less play with. She was about to start singing when she felt a tug at her neck.

      “You like that?” she asked him. Grayson’s eyes were so thoroughly focused they were close to crossing as he closed his greedy little fist around the simple pendant she always wore around her neck. “Don’t pull too hard, okay? Gentle,” she said, holding his hand to show him the right amount of pressure he needed to investigate the shiny object. “It doesn’t have any real meaning, I just think it looks nice, what do you think? No, not in your mouth, though—”

      “Sorry for making you wait.”

      Startled, Laila turned to Marc. She’d been so focused on Grayson that she must have missed him wrapping up his call. “It’s fine,” she said, shifting Grayson to her other hip so she could turn to him. “For me anyway. How about you?”

      Marc let out another one of those long breaths. “This news is coming at a difficult time—” He paused and then laughed ruefully. “Although, truth be told I can’t think of when a good time to receive news like this would be. But I needed to double check a few things because my family and I are leaving on a six-week cruise tomorrow.”

      “Six weeks,” Laila echoed. A vacation lasting six weeks. He may as well have told her he was flying to the moon. It was just as foreign a concept.

      “Yes,” Marc said. “Everything’s been arranged, and it’s too late to cancel now. But now I have a bairn to mind?” he finished, his voice rising incredulously.

      She had never heard an actual person say that word aloud in regular conversation, but she had watched Outlander devotedly, so now at least she knew that Marc was Scottish.

      “It’s a lot.” She had to sympathize. She’d spent the past few weeks feeling like all her life’s plans had been thrown into chaos, too—though her circumstances had been markedly different. When she’d come to New York a year ago, to move in with the long-distance boyfriend she’d met online, everything in her life had seemed on track. She was in a good relationship with a successful man, and she quickly found a job at ACS. When Brian proposed, it all seemed picture perfect.

      Then she’d come home to find her fiancé in bed with another woman, and the relationship she’d counted on fell apart in an instant. She got to keep the apartment when he moved out, but that wasn’t much of a benefit, since she couldn’t afford it on her salary. The salary she wouldn’t have after today, thanks to budget cuts and restructuring. She liked to believe she was capable of handling anything life threw at her, but lately life had been throwing with both hands.

      She was doing her best to turn her wipeout into a controlled turn. She was looking into finding a new, more affordable place for herself, and subletting her current apartment until the lease ran out. And she had a good lead on a new job—the director position at the new community center going up in Queens. Unfortunately, they were still finalizing the building and had not yet moved to the interviewing stage, which made Laila nervous. The woman she’d spoken with had assured her that she was a shoo-in for the job. But getting hired likely wouldn’t happen until two months from now. And she honestly didn’t know how she’d get by until then.

      She’d figure it out, though. She had to.

      Marc didn’t know this, of course. But he looked like he was having trouble breathing, the same way she’d felt for the past month. They had that in common. The difference was that for her, a six-week cruise sounded like heaven, and the way he’d said it made it sound like the seventh circle of hell.

      “I understand that you need some time.” Laila said, disentangling Grayson’s fingers from her necklace chain. “I can get Grayson set up with a foster home—”

      “Absolutely not,” Marc interrupted immediately. “I’m not a complete eejit when it comes to children. I have younger cousins. I can manage.” He reached out to hold Grayson.

      As swoon worthy as this display of paternal responsibility was, Laila was reluctant to let go of the baby.

      Marc must have noticed this because he dropped his hands and chuckled. “Would it make you feel better if I tell you I have my parents staying here tonight and they can back me up?”

      Laila smiled. “Maybe a little.”

      “Then my parents are staying here. Mum and Da are out to dinner right now, enjoying their night on the town.” He paused and frowned. “This will put a bit of a damper on their evening.”

      “Will your parents help you with him while on the cruise?” Laila wondered.

      “They would, but that wouldn’t be fair since it’s supposed to be a holiday for them. No, I’ll need to find a nanny for the cruise. Dedicated eyes on the lad seems like a better idea than me just winging it.” A rueful smile stretched across his face. “And I have a solid eighteen hours to do that before we sail. Nothing to worry about, eh?” he finished, glancing at Laila.

      Laila couldn’t help laughing along with him. “Super easy. I mean, you have someone experienced with kids who just happens to be unemployed right here in your foyer. You don’t even need the eighteen hours.”

      Marc’s eyes went wide. For a few moments, Laila could only smile back at him stupidly. Why was he looking at her like that? Why wasn’t he laughing at the funny joke she’d just made—?

      “You’re hired,” he blurted.

      “I’m—what?” Laila stared at him, then shook her head. “No, no, I mean thank you and everything, but I was just kidding around. You don’t know me from Adam.”

      “You worked for child services. I assume you’ve been checked out once or twice,” Marc said. “Were you fired for negligence?”

      “Absolutely not,” Laila huffed. “I wasn’t fired at all—I was laid off due to budget cutbacks.”

      “Grand. Would you submit to another background check just to be sure?”

      “I—”

      “And a rush drug test too, of course. I can get one within the hour.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “And you have a passport? Shite, I should have asked that first.”

      She and Brian had planned a trip to the British Virgin Islands for their honeymoon. “Yes.” She sighed. “I have a passport.”

      “Then you’re hired.”

      “I—are you sure?” She still couldn’t quite believe it, but within an hour, Laila signed the contract Marc’s lawyer drew up and emailed over, stipulating that she was being hired on—for a magnificent sum—to serve as a nanny for a six-week cruise across the Atlantic. Pretty amazing for a foster kid who’d never left the Tri-State area.

      “You look like you’re in shock,” Marc said kindly, once she had set her pen down. “There’s nothing to be worried about. It’ll be fun.”

      Right then, Grayson let out a bloodcurdling wail, and Laila rushed to her new charge’s side, wondering what she’d gotten both of them into.
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      Marc shut the door behind Laila and paused for a moment to collect his breath.

      Obviously, he had a lot to think about. The infant currently snoozing in his carrier after Laila had rocked him to sleep being the biggest one. But what his mind kept focusing on was the woman who had just taken the elevator back to the lobby, heading home so she could pack for the trip.

      God, she was gorgeous. Her skin was otherworldly, golden tan with the cutest spray of freckles across her pert nose. Even her no-nonsense business attire could not hide the ripe peach of her ass or the way her breasts strained against the fabric of her blouse. She looked like every fantasy he’d ever allowed himself. But this was not the time for fantasies. Now was the time to figure out what the hell he was going to do next.

      He took a deep breath, steadied himself, ran down his mental checklist, and then pulled out his trump card for help with no strings attached.

      He called his mum.

      The background din of a loud restaurant assaulted his ears. He heard his father’s aggrieved murmur, followed by his mother’s grumbling, “Och, I dinnae understand these contraptions—oh! It’s on! Hullo, Marcus! Can ya hear me?”

      “Aye, Mum. Sorry to bother.”

      “It’s no bother,” his sainted mum reassured him even though he was pretty sure his da would disagree.

      Marc rubbed the back of his neck. “Mum, I’ve got something to tell ye, and I need ya to not ask questions until I’m done with the whole story.”

      “I’m listening,” she said immediately.

      He glanced towards the baby carrier. Poor Remy. Memories flashed through his mind, the all-nighters they used to pull in college, grilling each other before their econ exams, the night they broke into the cafeteria and stole a whole tray of pudding cups. They’d grown apart these last few years, but the strong sense of loyalty remained—on both sides, apparently, since Remy had gone so far as to name Marc as guardian. Guilt flashed like minnows in his veins, and he cleared his throat. “Mum, do you remember Remy Clark? My mate from university?”

      His mother did, and he quickly filled her in on the accident and the aftermath, concluding with, “I know you and Da had a whole night out planned, but would you mind coming back now? I have baby supplies for the night, but I need to go buy more for the cruise.”

      She promised to come right away, but time seemed to stretch endlessly before then. His Chinese food had shown up eventually, but Marc set it aside. He had no appetite. Finally, he heard his parents letting themselves in with his spare key. Da, unsurprisingly, disappeared into the guest room without a word to Marc, but his mum immediately headed his way.

      “You poor lad,” his mum said immediately.

      Marc allowed himself to be folded into her tight embrace. His mother held him for a moment, and he could feel the emotion start to well up inside of him.

      He pulled back, wiping his eyes. This was not the moment to fall apart—this was the moment to take charge. That was what he was known for, after all. He didn’t become a billionaire before age thirty-five by stepping back and letting life happen to him. “Can you make me a list of things we’ll need for the trip?”

      “Of course. And then when I am done with that…” She paused and for a moment her eyes shone with excitement. “Can I see him? Is he awake?”

      Marc chuckled. His mother’s baby fever was not a surprise. “He’s in his carrier, right around here.” He led her a few steps further into the room. “Mum, meet Grayson Clark. He’s six months old.”

      “Oh, Marc,” his mother breathed. She clutched his arm for a moment before dropping down to a crouch to peer at the sleeping baby. “He’s perfect! Look at those wee lips! I wonder what he’s dreaming about.”

      “Hopefully something on that list you were going to make me,” Marc prompted his mother.

      “Oh, right.” She sprang back up again and after some back and forth over whether they needed a notepad with him patiently explaining that that was what his phone was for. Marc got his marching orders and set off in search of a portable crib, additional formula, bottles, nappies, wipes, and whatever a “teether” was. He also put in a call to the captain to make sure the cruise was prepared for another adult passenger and a baby.

      The call to the captain went a lot better than his shopping foray. He was lost in the baby section until a kindly sales associate took pity on him and grabbed his shopping cart. “I’ll do it,” she told him firmly. “You go wait at the register.”

      The upshot of this was that he really had no idea what he’d bought until he’d returned home and had his mother go through and explain everything. Once it was all was unboxed and set up, his mother took one look at his face and squeezed his hand again. “Would you like me to take first shift with the wee lad?”

      Marc closed his eyes in relief. “Yes. Thank you.”

      His mother gave him a fond smile. “Let’s get the bairn out of that carrier and into his new crib. I’ll show you what the nighttime routine should look like. When was the last time you changed a nappy?”

      At least he wasn’t as helpless at nappy changes as he was in nappy aisles, he thought to himself proudly once Grayson was changed and dressed in his new duckie pajamas. His mum settled herself onto the Pilates ball that she’d told Marc to buy—for reasons he didn’t quite understand until she started bouncing—and the baby’s eyes began to droop.

      “How’s Da?” he asked her in a low voice. Although his parents had been staying with him for the past two days in preparation for the cruise, he’d barely exchanged two words with his father. That was typical of their relationship. If it weren’t for his mother keeping him in the loop, he wouldn’t even know about the struggles they’d faced with Da’s declining health.

      “Is he faring well?” he asked his mother with a touch of desperation in his voice.

      His mother sighed as she patted Grayson’s butt rhythmically. “Better than you’d expect, but worse than he thinks.”

      “What does he think?”

      “That he’s invincible?” his mother suggested dryly.

      Marc let out a frustrated groan. “He has silicosis. He’s clearly not invincible. What’s it going to take to get through to him?”

      His mother stayed resolutely silent, whether out of loyalty or just plain resignation, he wasn’t sure. The two remained quiet for a moment as Grayson’s breathing slowed and deepened.

      “Have you thought about how to tell him about the treatment facility?” Marc finally asked once she’d risen to settle Grayson into his crib. It was the whole reason for the cruise—even if his father didn’t know it. Sometime between now and when they arrived in Greece, someone was going to have to break it to Kenneth Campbell that they’d brought him there for access to a new and revolutionary treatment.

      His mother shook her head. “You let me worry about that,” she told him as she turned out the light. “For now, you and I both need some sleep.”

      They needed sleep. But they definitely did not get it.

      Early the following morning, Marc stifled a yawn and took another swig of his coffee. Grayson had been restless as anything all night long. Every hour, seemingly on the hour, either he or his mother had to run into the room to feed him, or change him, or soothe him out of whatever infant terrors that plagued him. It wasn’t fair at all to be irritated with a baby, especially one who’d lost his parents, but Marc couldn’t look at Grayson this morning without glaring a little.

      If he didn’t have so much to do…

      He gulped more coffee and consulted his departure list.

      “I think that’s everything,” he told his parents when they emerged from the guest room. Their bags were all packed up and bound for the docks. He’d arranged for porters to drive the bags separately, figuring they would need to be loaded on far earlier than any passengers would.

      But his own nerves couldn’t stand the wait, and not long after the porters had left, he called the town car to come pick up the three of them. Four of them.

      He expected they would be the first to arrive, but he must have forgotten what family he’d been born into.

      “Oh look!” his mother said, pointing out the car window. “Everyone is here already!”

      “The whole Campbell family,” Marc echoed. “Hope you’re ready.” He unfastened Grayson from his new car seat and hefted him awkwardly into his arms.

      “A baby?” his younger cousins squealed, rushing up to him.

      “Where did you get a baby from?” his cousin Mathilda asked incredulously.

      Grayson looked around at all the faces surrounding him and began to wail.

      “Oh.” Marc bounced on his heels the way he’d seen his mother do last night. “Uh, there, there. It’s okay. You’re all right.” It must have sounded as unconvincing to Grayson as it did to Marc because the baby settled into a desperate, keening cry.

      His father snorted. “You’ve definitely got the knack,” he said. “You tellin’ me I’m gonna be stuck on a boat, not only with you lot,” he said, gesturing to the family around him, “but with a fussy bairn too?”

      Marc felt the heat rise to the back of his neck. This was the most his father had spoken to him in the past forty-eight hours, and it was to insult him.

      Just as he was about to snap back with his own feelings about being stuck on a boat with his father, his Aunt Sutton piped up. “Kenneth, would you bloody well calm down and smile for once in your life? Stop being an eejit if that’s possible.”

      Aunt Sutton had always been Marc’s favorite.

      His favorite cousin, meanwhile, was shaking her head at this whole scene. “I canna believe you have a baby,” Mathilda repeated. “Are you at least going to tell us his name?”

      “Uh, this is Grayson.” Marc bounced up and down again. “His father was an old college friend. There was an accident a few days ago, and I found out yesterday that he left custody to me. Grayson, this is my cousin Mathilda. Maybe she will do a better job of calming you down?”

      Mathilda, who looked a little guilty now for teasing him, reached out to take Grayson, but their aunt cut her off. “Give me the wee baby!” Aunt Sandra yelled.

      Marc weighed his exasperation with his least favorite aunt against his desire for Grayson to stop fussing and immediately passed him over. Aunt Sandra cooed and did some weird shushing thing that either calmed the baby or weirded him out so much that he had to stop crying to hear better. Either way, Grayson stopped crying for a moment and just stared at the woman holding him.

      Marc wondered if he was supposed to continue the introductions, but then decided it didn’t matter. Grayson seemed far more interested in sucking on his fist than learning how everyone was related to Marc—that Sutton and Sandra were his father’s sisters, that Fraser was his father’s uncle, that Mathilda was Sutton’s daughter, and that Fiona and Felix were Fraser’s grandchildren, or that all the other people everyone kept mentioning were the various other relatives who hadn’t been able to join them and who would be “green with envy” when they saw all the pictures after the trip was over and done.

      There was no need for Grayson to learn about the family…since he likely wouldn’t be part of it for long.

      Marc had already put his lawyers to work on finding suitable relatives of Remy or his wife to take Grayson in. Marc would make sure the boy was taken care of, of course, but he also knew that he had no business being a father. He’d fulfill his duty to Remy by making sure his friend’s son found a wonderful home. One that didn’t include an antisocial, workaholic father figure. Until that perfect home could be found, Marc would just have to get through this situation the same way he’d gotten through every other trial he’d faced—with commitment, dedication, and a willingness to hire the best people available to help him along the way.

      Speaking of which, where was Laila? He hoped she hadn’t gotten cold feet, though honestly, he wouldn’t blame her.

      He frowned as the transport boat approached. “You have to ride that out to meet the yacht,” he explained to the group as the boat drew closer.

      “Everyone on!” Aunt Sutton yelled once the boat had docked.

      Marc hung back. “Um, well not everyone. Not yet.” He glanced towards the end of the dock. “We’re still waiting for someone.”

      “Who?”

      “Marc hired a nanny,” his mother explained. “She should be here any minute, right, Marcus? Would you like me to wait with you?”

      Marc shook his head. “You lot all go on without me and pick out your rooms.”

      “I call biggest,” Mathilda announced immediately.

      “Nice try,” he teased her. “The VIP stateroom goes to mum and Da. And the owner’s suite—”

      “Goes to you, I reckon?” Mathilda rolled her eyes at him. “Boring.”

      Marc laughed. “Well, everything else is fair game. I’m going to trust you to make sure no terrible fights break out.”

      “I make no guarantees,” Mathilda shot back. But she seemed to take her post seriously because she raised her voice. “All right, you lot, let’s move out!” She waved her hands, effectively shooing everyone down the gangplank and into the hands of the waiting crew.

      Once everyone was on board, the transport boat pulled away, leaving Marc and Grayson alone. The absence of the boat’s motor left a profound silence in its wake, punctuated only by the staccato shrieks of the gulls overhead.

      He kept his eyes trained at the far end of the pier, watching for Laila’s telltale cloud of curls. One minute passed, and then five, and when she still hadn’t appeared, Marc found his attention wandering to the small human he was holding.

      At least Grayson was currently calm in his arms. “I’m sorry for my mess of a family,” he told the baby. “And these are just the ones that could come on the cruise. You’re lucky you don’t have the whole Campbell clan to contend with.”

      The infant burbled and smacked his tiny fist into Marc’s chest.

      “Yeah, I agree,” Marc had to laugh. “They are definitely a train wreck. I know they love each other, but they don’t always know how to show it. I’m going to promise you something right now, okay? I’m going to find you a better family. The best family, even. You deserve people who can devote all their time to you. You deserve—”

      He caught himself before he could say, “a father.”

      Marc was not equipped, in any way, shape, or form, to be a father. Grayson deserved the full package—a father who genuinely wanted children, not just someone who was putting up with a situation he was thrown into.

      “You deserve the best, and I’m going to get you the best. But the best is not me. You ken?” he asked the baby.

      For a moment, their eyes connected, and Marc found himself wondering just how much a six-month-old could really comprehend.

      Then Grayson burbled and lurched forward to gum the buttons on Marc’s shirt. Which, Marc supposed, was the best answer he could possibly have gotten, considering.
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      Laila sprinted down the gangway, her roller case catching the back of her heel every other step. She was going to have one hell of a bruise, but there was no time to worry about that now.

      The pier was a confusing network of interconnected gangways. The docked yachts and sailboats she passed on her hell-for-leather sprint seemed to get bigger the further she went. Her heart—already about to beat out of her chest with the unexpected exercise—quickened even faster in anticipation of the size of Marc’s craft. What would she be spending the next six weeks of her life on?

      But when she reached the numbered slip he’d instructed her to meet him at, she was surprised. It was completely empty.

      Save for a stunningly handsome Scottish man holding a baby.

      “I’m sorry!” She panted at Marc’s broad back.

      He turned and smiled at her. Grayson was planted comfortably on his hip, looking happy and no worse for wear for having spent the night with strangers.

      Laila swallowed hard. Last night, Marc had been dressed as if he’d come straight from the office, in a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a pair of impeccably tailored suit pants, and that had been enough for her to have some pretty embarrassing dreams about him.

      But the sight of him in casual wear—a pair of well fitted chinos and a crisp white shirt with a V-neck that dipped low enough to reveal the tops of his very impressive pecs—was going to give her some very embarrassing daydreams as well.

      She put those thoughts from her mind as quickly as they’d sprung up. He was her employer, and she was here to do a job, and the worst part was, she was late for her first day. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

      “You made it,” Marc said, and there was nothing accusatory at all in the lilt of his voice.

      Undeterred, Laila kept apologizing. “Packing took way longer than I wanted it to,” she gasped. “I was able to work out a sublet for my apartment, and my friend from work agreed to be the point person on that, but she needed me to drop the key off at her place before I came here because she was babysitting for her sister—”

      “It’s fine,” Marc said, holding up his hand to ward off further gasping excuses. “We are still getting everything sorted, and between you and me, the extra time waiting helped clear my head.”

      “Where is the boat?” she asked, confused.

      For her answer, he gestured out to the water. A small transport boat was making a beeline directly towards them. “My yacht is too big for this shallow marina,” he explained. “We’ll need to ride out to deeper waters.”

      “Oh,” Laila said in a small voice, trying to act as if this wasn’t at all intimidating. She accepted Grayson into her arms and dangled her pendant enticingly in front of him. He lunged.

      The captain of the transport boat skillfully maneuvered the craft alongside the dock. Before it had even come to a full stop, a uniformed crew member leaped up to lower the gangway, securing it with a few quick knots. He lifted his head once completed and gave a crisp salute. “Good morning, Mr. Campbell.”

      “Good morning, Jackson,” Marc said amiably. “Could you help Ms. Diaz with her bag?”

      “Of course.” Laila stood there, dumbfounded, as the crew member moved so quickly and efficiently that one moment her suitcase was by her side and the next it was secured on the boat somewhere. “Ready to board, sir?” Jackson asked, once everything was settled.

      “One moment,” Marc answered, his voice sounding strained. Laila turned back to him and noticed for the first time that he was looking a little unwell. He pulled something from the pocket of his trousers and wound it around his wrist.

      “What is that?’ Laila asked. “A brace? Are you okay?”

      Marc took a deep breath. “No, I’m fine. Well, I’m uninjured anyway.” He dropped his voice a little, sounding embarrassed as he confessed. “It’s a pressure point bracelet. I have no idea if it works or if it’s just snake oil, but it’s supposed to reduce seasickness, and I sometimes get a wee bit queasy on the water.”

      “You get seasick?” Laila repeated. It wasn’t like her to be rude, so she kept the next part of her question to herself, even as the words echoed in her head. Why on earth would someone who gets seasick decide to buy a yacht?

      But the question remained unasked as she and Marc boarded the transport boat. As they sped across the choppy waters, two things became immediately apparent. One, that the bracelet was definitely snake oil because it didn’t work at all. And the second thing was that Marc was lying when he said he only got a little queasy.

      She had never seen a man more miserable. He leaned forward, taking deep, gulping breaths, occasionally letting out a miserable groan when they hit another boat’s wake and dipped precariously. Grayson wiggled in Laila’s arms, clearly enjoying the ride, but her attention was focused solely on Marc, and finally, she couldn’t help but ask, as diplomatically as possible, “Why would you agree to a cruise if being on the water makes you so sick?” She tried to soften the question with a smile. “This doesn’t seem like an enjoyable way to spend your vacation.”

      Marc chuckled ruefully. “Well, there’s more to the story of this cruise than just a simple family vacation. What I’m about to tell you is in confidence, aye?”

      Laila straightened up. “Of course.”

      Marc nodded, then squeezed his eyes shut, looking as though he’d regretted the extra motion. “My da is ill. He has a lung condition, the result of a lifetime spent in the oil and gas industry. He’s refused most of the palliative treatments that are on the market—he’d have to take them for the rest of his life, and he balks at letting me brass up for the bill. But I found a facility in Greece that developed a treatment that can be administered in one go. It’s nae a cure, but it’ll make life a sight more comfortable for him. That’s where we’re headed.”

      “And I am sworn to secrecy because…he doesn’t know this?”

      Marc nodded again, this time with less dramatic results. “Mum thinks it will be harder for him to refuse once he’s actually there in person, with her and his sisters hounding him to say yes.”

      “Do you believe that?” Laila asked.

      His withering look was all the answer she needed.

      As if to echo his guardian’s displeasure, Grayson whined and wriggled in her arms, his chubby fist beating at the closure of his life vest. Laila felt a tightening around her heart. Her ability to empathize was both her greatest strength, she believed, and her biggest weakness. Sometimes she wished that she could cut herself off from the emotions of the world—could close herself off from the pain of others and dwell solely in her own head. Other times she knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that her ability to really understand what others felt was what had saved her time and again.

      Instinct told her that Marc did not want to talk about his father anymore. Something beyond just his distress over the man’s health was closing his lips right now. He needed a distraction. He needed to laugh.

      “Have you ever been to Wildwood?” she blurted.

      Marc looked at her, confused. “Isn’t that in New Jersey?” he asked. The words were spoken in a Scottish accent but delivered with such perfect Manhattanite disdain that Laila had to laugh.

      “Yes. New Jersey. You might have heard of it. It’s that bit of land right over there?” She waved her hand in the direction of the west, and the high rises off in the distance. “Lots of people are from New Jersey.”

      Marc smiled, seemingly grateful enough for the subject change that he was willing to play along. “Huh, I dinna see anything worth noting. You sure?”

      “Typical New Yorker,” she teased. “Yes. That’s where I grew up, so I am sure it exists. And Wildwood is a town on the shore down in South Jersey.”

      “I’ve heard of it,” Marc admitted.

      “What have you heard?”

      “That there’s a town called Wildwood in South Jersey,” he deadpanned.

      “Very funny. Well, there’s an amusement park there called Morey’s Piers. Probably because it’s actually out on a pier jutting from the boardwalk into the water, now that I think about it. Anyway, that Jersey shore attraction was the fanciest pier I’d ever been on. Before today that is.”

      “Something tells me that there’s a story there.”

      Marc smiled. A wide open, delighted smile. He was even more handsome when he smiled, Laila realized. Something that shouldn’t be possible, because no one in the world was as handsome as this man.

      Even if he was still a little greenish.

      “Oh. There is.” She paused a beat waiting to see if he wanted to hear it and he gestured for her to continue. “Picture sixteen-year-old me, pushing my way onto one of the gondolas of the famous Ferris wheel out on the pier. There were already two people on board and I insisted to the operator that the couple already inside had enough room to include me.”

      "Och! You couldn’t have waited?”

      Shaking her head. “I wanted to take a sunset picture from atop the Ferris wheel and all the other gondolas were full. If I’d waited for the next available gondola, I would have missed it. So I insisted that I be allowed on board. Except…”

      “Except?” Marc’s eyes were already dancing and she had barely started the story.

      Wincing. “Except, it turned out that the guy had planned this big sunset proposal and the other full gondolas were all their friends. I’d basically crashed something that he’d been planning for weeks.”

      Marc began to chuckle and the sound was doing things to her insides. “What happened next?”

      “When the gondola reached the top, he proposed to his girlfriend while shooting daggers at me with his eyes the entire time. Their friends were all tuning in via FaceTime and there I sat, trying not to be in the way but so very much, in the way.”

      “Oh no! But you couldn’t have known that’s what he had planned. Right?”

      Laila shrugged. “I suppose I could have asked, but then that would have spoiled his surprise.” Laughing as she remembered the event. “It got worse. We ended being stuck up there longer than normal and they started furiously making out as if they were already on their honeymoon. Like they were trying to punish me for being there,” she concluded. “And they succeeded.”

      “Did you at least get your picture?”

      “Yes. No. Not really. I tried, but they kept glaring at me like I was doing something bad. So I took a bunch of pics and when I finally checked them later, they were all out of focus.”

      Marc was still laughing when the transport boat pulled up alongside what, from this angle, looked like a sheer white cliff. “We made it,” he said in a rush of relief. “And I didn’t have to hang my head over the side, thanks to you keeping my mind off it. Thank you. This is a huge win.”

      “You’re welcome,” Laila murmured distractedly. She was too busy staring up. And up.

      Marc’s yacht was beyond huge. It was mammoth, the size of a whole city block. “That’s yours?” she squeaked. She felt suddenly uncomfortable. When they were just talking, Marc seemed like such a regular guy, but he wasn’t. The shadow of her ex-fiancée passed over her. He’d been fairly wealthy and climbing upward, and he’d felt it gave him the right to control everything. Including her.

      “Not for much longer, I hope,” Marc snorted.

      She turned to him, struggling with her inner thoughts. Was Marc the type to believe his money gave him the right to exert his power over others? She couldn’t say yet, but the idea made her uneasy.

      He shrugged. “I want to sell the blasted thing as soon as we get back. I only bought it to impress the owner of a company I acquired a few years back. Barely use it. As you might have noticed, I dinna much care for being out on the water.”

      “Yeah,” Laila agreed faintly. Inside, her mind still whirling. She knew that Marc was the CEO of Campbell Web Developers—she had done some very thorough Googling once she’d gotten home last night. His company made phone apps, which she figured had to be good business. But if he was able to buy a yacht the size of a city block on a whim, then just how much money were they talking about? How could this kind of wealth not mess with someone’s head?

      This was the question that now crowded the tip of her tongue, but unlike the last burning question, she was too polite to let this one slip free. She kept her lips—and all the questions behind them—tightly sealed as she boarded the yacht with Grayson held carefully in her arms. She stepped onto the polished wood of the wide deck and looked down at her drugstore flip-flops and the hem of the Target sundress she’d always considered her “good” dress, and felt distinctly, and uneasily, out of place.

      It was a good thing this was just a short-term gig. Six weeks, and then she’d be back to the real world. Where she belonged.
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      Since the rest of his family had already boarded, Marc figured they’d be spread out across the various rooms and decks with his little cousins perhaps playing tag in the hallways and getting underfoot as much as possible.

      As usual for his family, they had done the exact opposite of what he’d expected.

      “There he is!” His mother stood up from the deck chair she’d been occupying and made a beeline straight for him. Marc smiled and straightened, readying himself for the smothering mother-hug, only to have his mother stride right past him to coo at the baby in Laila’s arms. “How’s the wee lad faring? Did you like the boat ride? It was fun and bouncy for ye, was it not? Did he have fun?”

      “Oh, are you talking to me?” Marc teased. “I wasn’t sure you realized I was here.”

      His mother scoffed and swatted his arm. “Of course we know you’re here. We’ve all been waiting for you to show up!”

      “I can see that,” Marc said, turning back to the scene in front of him with clenched teeth.

      Everyone—and that did mean every single one of the family members that had accepted his invitation for this cruise—was assembled on the main deck, and they were all staring at him with expectant faces.

      “We’re ready for the tour!” his little cousin Fiona declared.

      “Tour?” Marc repeated, looking dumbly from face to face.

      “This is your boat
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