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      “I don’t want a divorce, Alex. I want a husband.”

      Lightning flashed as the glass pane shook with the force of the wind. Kacy felt it vibrate under her fingertips. Rain pounded against the French door, running in rivulets down its face, partially obscuring the wildly gyrating trees outside. The path to the beach, beyond the trees, was totally invisible, the downpour acting like a moving curtain, obliterating almost everything.

      “I am your husband, Kirstin.” Alex’s voice was tense, a low counterpoint to the fury of the storm.

      She turned to face him, alarmed at how his use of her first name could sound so wrong, so foreign. “Maybe in name, but . . .”

      He cut her off with the wave of a hand. “In all ways.” His eyes narrowed, telegraphing his meaning.

      She shivered. “It isn’t like it used to be.”

      His smile was slow, almost lazy, and it didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, perhaps it’s time you learned to be a little more adventurous.”

      She clenched her fists, wondering how she’d managed to get herself in this position. By marrying a stranger, the little voice in her head calmly announced. Thunder rattled through the living room. The lights flickered, went out, and then came on again. She squinted as her eyes adjusted. “I need someone who loves me, Alex⁠—“

      “Loves you?” His look changed to derision. “And that’s why you eloped with someone you hardly knew? Come, Kirstin, be honest, you married me for the same reason I married you.” His hand snaked out and he jerked her to him, his tongue tracing the line of her lips. “You want me, Kirstin.” He pressed against her. “You want this.”

      “Alex, I . . .” She tried to push him away, to find the right words, to face the reality of what he’d become. “Not like this, please.”

      “Fine.” He stared down at her, his jaw tightening, then he released her, his handsome face mottled with anger. “Have it your way.” The words exploded from his lips and he pushed past her, throwing open the door. Rain lashed into the room, instantly soaking them both.

      “Where are you going?” She placed a timid hand on his arm. She’d never seen him this angry.

      He shook off her hand and turned, his hair already plastered to his head. “Out.”

      “But the storm . . .” She gestured toward the torrent of rain pounding the paving of the patio.

      “It beats the hell out of being here, with you.” Each word was clipped, designed to wound. She flinched as if she’d been struck, watching helplessly as he headed out into the storm.

      “Alex, wait.” She followed him, the wind snatching away her words. He was only a dim shadow now, moving down the path toward the beach, illuminated at off moments by a flash of lightning. She took a step toward his retreating figure, surprised at the strength of the wind. For every step forward, it seemed to beat her back two. She sniffed, her nose filling with rain and tears.

      Coughing, she fought her way forward, urged on by the dark silhouette of her husband heading for the beach, feeling the wet sand suck at her feet. Alex was almost to the dock, his frame bent at the waist as he tried to maneuver. Their little sailboat bobbed violently in the roiling ocean. Surely he wasn’t going to try to go out in that?

      “Alex,” she screamed. Again the wind tore away her words, throwing them back at her with an almost angry savagery.

      She neared the ocean’s edge, still a hundred feet or so from Alex and the boat. He’d managed to climb out on the dock. In the recurring lightning, she could almost make out his features. It was like watching him in strobe lighting. There and gone, there and gone, there and . . .

      A violent clap of thunder split the night. For an instant, Alex was illuminated clearly. Behind him, green in the eerie flash of light, a huge wall of water served as a backdrop. There was a roaring sound and she opened her mouth to scream.

      One minute he was there, and the next, with a flash of the strobe, he was gone, leaving nothing but darkness and rain. Again the lightning lit the beach, but this time it was empty.

      Horrifyingly empty.

      The dock, the boat . . . Alex.

      They were gone.

      Kacy fought against the wind, its strength almost a physical blockade. Driven by fear, she pushed forward, finally reaching the edge of the water. She screamed his name over and over, certain that he was there, that the storm and the lightning were playing tricks on her. Her eyes searched the horizon, looking for something, anything.

      For Alex.

      Alex.

      Oh, God. Alex.

      She realized she was still screaming his name, and with a force of will honed from years of practice, she shut down her terror, forcing herself to find calm. Panicking wouldn’t help him.

      Nothing was going to help Alex, the little voice sang in her head.

      She walked into the surf, feeling the powerful pull of the water, jumping to avoid the crashing waves. She stared into the pouring rain until her eyes ached, hoping for a sign— hoping for a miracle. Only when the waves threatened to swamp her did she retreat to the beach.

      She shivered as much from horror as cold and wrapped her arms around her waist.

      “Alex,” she called again, this time knowing it was hopeless. He was gone. Forever.

      She sank on the sand, sobs ripping through her, the sound of them adding to the cacophony of beating surf, rain, thunder, and wind. She pounded the ground with her fists until her fingers and palms were bloody, her hair whipping around her, tangling in the wild wind.

      Everything she loved went away.

      Everything.

      And this time, as always, it was her fault.

      All her fault.

      The wind blew and the waves crashed, the water sucking at her, its greedy fingers carving a channel around her, until she was left totally alone on an island in the sand.
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          LINDOON, COUNTY CLARE, IRELAND – TWO YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Kacy MacGrath sat on the stony promontory and stared out at the ocean. Sky, mist, and sea melded together, obliterating the horizon, the somber coloring reflecting her mood.

      Gulls darted back and forth between land and water, their cries echoing off of the rocky cliffs. Mac chased each and every one, joyfully barking and leaping into the air, blissfully unaware that he was physically incapable of catching one of the darting birds.

      Kacy sighed. Maybe Mac had the right idea. Perhaps ignorance was bliss. She stood up, brushed off her skirt, and whistled for the dog. Mac bounded over to her, pushing a cold nose against her leg. The wind whistled across the meadow, the sound melancholy in the half-light. She shivered, suddenly grateful for the enveloping warmth of her fisherman’s sweater.

      She turned to face the tumbled ruins of Dunbeg. The shape of the old ring fort was obscured by the mist, tendrils drifting in and out of the fallen stones. Centuries ago the fort had served its owners well, defending them from invaders and protecting them from the harsh Irish weather. There was something romantic about it. A sense of timelessness. She shook her head at her own fancy and turned her attention to Mac, scratching the dog behind his ears. Mac’s liquid brown eyes smiled up at her.

      Kacy smiled back. “I think it’s time you and I were heading for home.”

      The dog wagged his tail in agreement and took off in the direction of Sidhean, a blur of black and white against the flat green and gray of the rocky meadow. The cottage wasn’t visible over the rise, but Mac knew it was there. He stopped about fifty yards away and turned back, barking as if to say, “Where are you?”

      “I’m coming. Just let me get the basket.” She turned back to the edge of the cliff and bent to retrieve the remnants of their picnic. Mac barked again, but something in the tone sent a shiver of anxiety up her spine. She jerked upright and spun around, heart pounding, looking for something out of the ordinary in the shadows of the misty twilight. Nothing moved.

      Mac arrived at her side, his teeth bared, a low growl issuing from deep in his throat. She laid a hand on his head, comforted by the silky feel of his fur. “What is it, Mac? What do you see?”

      Her eyes darted around the clearing. In the far corner of the fort, against the stark contrast of the stone wall, something shifted, moved. She closed her eyes, stepping back involuntarily. Mac growled again.

      She sucked in a breath and blew it out forcefully.

      This was silly. There was no sense in jumping at shadows.

      “Shadows,” she repeated the word out loud, and opened her eyes, ready to face whoever was out there.

      The fort was empty.

      Nothing was there.

      She stroked Mac’s ears. “It was just our imagination, a trick of the mist.” She spoke more for herself than the dog. Still, she could feel him relax. “Probably just a gull.” She forced herself to sound positive. Mac wagged his tail.

      “Come on, let’s go home.”
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        * * *

      

      Braedon Roche took a slow sip of his beer and eyed the other patrons of the pub. It was early still and there were only a few people nursing the requisite pint. An old man in the corner sat with eyes closed, an open newspaper in front of him. A couple in the back halfheartedly threw darts at the tattered wheel on the wall, stopping often to exchange kisses, another type of bull’s-eye on their minds.

      The bartender—Finn, he called himself—polished the spigots with a flourish while having an animated conversation with someone on the other side of a small pass-through. It had been a long time since Braedon had been in a pub like this. The ones he frequented these days were the trendy places the elite liked to meet. It felt good to be here. Almost like he was home again.

      Almost.

      He finished the beer and walked over to the bar, setting the empty glass on the counter.

      “Will you be wantin’ another, then?” Finn nodded at the glass.

      “Yes, please.” He paused, feeling like a duck out of water, or more accurately a man without a country. “I don’t suppose you have an egg sandwich?”

      “Not on me.” The man looked down at himself with a grin. “But I suspect my sister, Caitlin, can make you one faster than you can finish this pint.” He set the glass back on the bar, foam running down its sides. “And would you be wantin’ chips with that?”

      Braedon felt his mouth water. It was good to be back in Ireland. “No, but if you’ve a packet of crisps, I’ll take those.”

      “Name your flavor.”

      “Salt and vinegar.”

      Finn placed the crisps beside the beer and rang up the sale on an antique cash register. Its chinging pulled Braedon farther back into his past. He could almost see his mother, smell the lilac she always wore. Going to the pub had been a special treat. “For me very best boy,” she’d always say.

      The register drawer opened with a ding and he jerked from his reverie. There was nothing nostalgic in his past. Only pain and misery. And he’d put that all behind him. Or at least he thought he had. Hell, if all it took was a packet of crisps to bring the memories back, they couldn’t be buried as deeply as he’d thought. Maybe this had been a mistake.

      “Your change.” Finn held out a handful of coins.

      “Keep it. Buy yourself a pint”

      The big man smiled. “Don’t mind if I do. But I can’t be drinking it alone, now can I?” He motioned to a barstool nearby.

      Braedon sat and opened his crisps. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to get friendly with the locals. They might even be able to help him.

      The bartender looked toward the door, a smile of genuine delight breaking across his face. “Well, look what the dog’s brought in. Come to escape the fairies, have you?”

      Braedon followed the bartender’s gaze. The man hadn’t been exaggerating. The woman in the doorway was indeed accompanied by a dog. A large Border collie.

      But Finn had only been half right. The woman wasn’t escaping the fairies, she was one. Tiny and perfectly formed, she had silvery hair that hung like silk around her shoulders. Her face was as delicate as her body, with a tiny upturned nose and rose petals for lips.

      Rose petals? Had he actually thought that?

      She smiled at the bartender and pulled off her jacket. “I haven’t come to escape anything.” She was enveloped from head to knees in a cable knit sweater, the kind that looked perfect on a woman, but clearly belonged to her lover. Braedon was surprised at the twinge of jealousy he felt at the thought.

      Her skirt only added to the ethereal image she presented.

      The same color as her hair, it was gauzy, reminding him of cotton candy. In fact, she reminded him of a confection. A confection he desperately wanted to taste.

      He took a sip of his beer, trying to pull his libido into control. It had obviously been too long since he’d had a woman. And his poetic mind had run amok. Cotton candy. Hell. Maybe she really was a fairy.

      The dog sniffed at Braedon’s shoes, and then, seeming satisfied, walked over to the fireplace and plopped down on the hearth as if he’d been doing it all of his life. Probably had, Braedon’s mind whispered. He watched as the dog idly scratched, thinking that the New York Board of Health would have a field day with that. But, he sighed, this wasn’t America. It was Ireland.

      Home.

      “I just thought a bit of company might do me some good.” She crossed the room to the bar, her stride at once appealing and hesitant—almost shy.

      “And you chose me. Well, now, there’s a thought to make a man’s day.” The big Irishman handed her a half-pint of pale ale. She smiled and took a small sip, her lips caressing the edge of the glass.

      Braedon shook his head, trying to clear his traitorous thoughts. He had more important things to dwell on, like saving his business, not to mention his reputation. He forced himself to focus on the conversation, wrenching his mind from the elfin woman in front of him.

      “So you’re sure the fairies haven’t been bothering you? I mean, you do live at Sidhean,” Finn was saying.

      She laughed, a deep, throaty sound that made Braedon’s groin tighten. “Just because I live on a fairy knoll doesn’t mean I’m intimate with the fairies.”

      Braedon choked on his beer and struggled not to spit it out. She had one of those indiscernible accents. The kind that privilege produced. Private schools and money. Her voice itself was deep and raspy, a complete contrast to the way she looked. It stroked down him, filling him with⁠—

      “Here’s your egg sandwich.” Finn slapped the plate on the bar, his interest in Braedon apparently evaporating in favor of his newest patron. Not that Braedon could blame him. She was more than a looker. There was something vulnerable about her. The kind of woman a man wanted to take care of. The kind of woman that he’d best avoid if he was going to accomplish anything.

      He picked up his food and glass and settled into a chair at a table across from the bar. It was close to the fire, he reasoned, but knew it was also the perfect place to watch her. Finn bent forward whispering something in her ear. She laughed and answered but he couldn’t hear her words, only the smoky resonance of her voice.
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        * * *

      

      Kacy listened to Finn, smiling at the appropriate moments, following the gist of his conversation, but her attention was still riveted on the man by the fire. He looked all at once right and wrong.

      He wore jeans and a sweater, but even in casual clothes the man reeked of wealth. His loafers were shined to perfection and she’d bet a pint those were ironed creases in his jeans. His hair was deep brown, almost black, and it curled slightly at the neck, as though it were trying to rebel. The rest of it was combed firmly in place, not a hair out of line.

      A reflection of the man, no doubt.

      But there was more to him, something deeper, primordial, and it called out to her. She let her eyes follow the strong line of his jaw down to his neck and across his broad shoulders. He was a tall man. Well over six feet, if she had to guess. She sipped absently from her glass, trying not to stare.

      Mac, the traitor, had already made friends with him. He’d left the hearth and curled up at the man’s feet. A man and his dog. Her fingers itched to paint it. Heavens, what was she thinking? A man and her dog. Her dog.

      “He’s from New York, you know.” Finn was leaning in conspiratorially. “Cosmopolitan, like you.”

      “Really?” She fought to keep her voice cool, determined to sound uninterested. She’d had a heck of a lot of practice hiding her emotions. She certainly wasn’t going to let one overpressed pretty boy ruin her average. “What’s he doing here?”

      “Why, darlin’, you cut me to the quick.” Finn managed to look hurt and wistful all at the same time. “He’s obviously here because word has gotten out that this is the best pub in all of Ireland.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t talking about Finnegan’s Folly and you know it.”

      “Aye, that I do.”

      “Well?” She waited, her eyes straying to the dark head bent over his sandwich.

      “I don’t know. He said something about a holiday. He’s here to see the forts. Although I cannot understand what it is people see in those old piles of stone.”

      “They see history, Finn. History.”

      “Aye, well, perhaps they do. And mind you, I’m not complaining. ’Tis a fair amount o’ business they’re bringing with them.”

      “He doesn’t look much like an historian.”

      “You were expecting a tweed jacket and a pipe?”

      Kacy smiled at her friend and shrugged. “Well, maybe I am being a little cliché.”

      “Still, there’s definitely more to the man than he’s letting on.” Finn smiled smugly.

      Kacy frowned. “Why would you say that?”

      “Well, for one thing he’s no Yank.”

      “But I thought you said he was from New York.”

      “I did.” Finn rubbed an empty glass with a cloth.

      “Well, then . . .”

      “He might live there, but he isn’t from there, if you take my meaning.” He lifted his eyebrows. Finn could drive her crazy when he was of a mind to.

      “Finn.”

      He smiled, clearly recognizing he’d milked it for all he could. “He’s originally from Ireland. It’s in the way he talks. Mind you, he’s worked hard to erase it, but the sound of an Irishman is in his soul, not his voice. I’d wager the pub the man was born on this side o’ the pond.”

      Kacy studied the stranger. He certainly looked more like a New Yorker than an Irishman. She turned back to Finn and shrugged, trying to convey indifference. “Well, whoever he is, I doubt he’ll be here long.”

      Finn laughed. “True enough. We’re not exactly a tourist center, now are we?”

      That was exactly why she’d chosen Lindoon. The perfect place to disappear. And she was good at disappearing. Of course, it didn’t hurt that her grandmother had left her a cottage here. No, Sidhean had been a blessing.

      “I’d best go rescue my dog.”

      Finn laughed. “I’m not sure it’s rescuing he’s wantin’.”

      True enough. Mac was rolled over onto his back, white belly exposed to the stranger. He wriggled in ecstasy as the man stroked his furry underside. She stared at his strong hands, trying to imagine what it would feel like to have a man like that care for her—love her.

      Foolish dreams, the voice in her head whispered.

      She sighed, pushing her thoughts aside. It was ridiculous to indulge in childish fantasy. There were no happy endings. She was living proof of that. And there was absolutely no sense in imagining otherwise.

      She stopped at the table and opened her mouth to speak, but was suddenly struck dumb as she stared into the deepest blue eyes she’d ever seen.
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        * * *

      

      Her eyes were huge. Green. Luminous. Like . . . hell, he had no idea, but they were beautiful. She was beautiful. He swallowed a huge lump of egg sandwich, wondering if he looked as juvenile as he felt.

      “I was just coming to retrieve Mac.”

      He struggled to make sense of her words. The dog. She was talking about the dog. “He’s really friendly.” He patted Mac’s head to emphasize his words. The dog looked at him and then at his mistress. It was almost as if he were following the conversation.

      “He can be a nuisance sometimes.” The dog came to her side and she rubbed him behind the ears.

      Braedon found himself wishing it was him she was touching. Great, he was acting like a teenager. Next thing his voice would be cracking. “He’s fine, honestly.”

      She shifted her weight, obviously as uncomfortable as he was. They shared an awkward silence. At least he wasn’t doing the adolescent thing on his own.

      “Finn says you’re interested in the forts.” She smiled shyly.

      “Yes.” Great. Now he was answering in monosyllables.

      “Well, you’ve come to the right place. The countryside around here is dotted with them.” She blew out a breath, her eyes locked on his.

      “So I’ve been told. I don’t suppose you could recommend any?”

      She hesitated a fraction of a second, her tiny teeth worrying her bottom lip. “There’s one near my cottage. Dunbeg. It’s small, but in excellent condition. There’s even a souterrain.”

      “Souterrain?”

      “An underground tunnel. The ring forts are famous for them.” She frowned. “I’d have thought you’d have known.”

      “I’m sure I must have read about them. Could I see this Dunbeg?” He held his breath, wondering what it was exactly he was doing.

      “Of course. Anyone can show you the way.” Her hand fidgeted with the salt shaker on the table. On impulse, he reached out and covered it with his own, surprised at the jolt of electricity that ripped up his arm.

      He met her gaze and held it, his eyes trying to read hers. “I meant to say, would you be willing to show it to me?”

      Her hand fluttered in his. A captive butterfly. “I…I mean…well…of course, I’d be happy to.” She pulled her hand free.

      “When?” He knew he sounded eager, too eager, but he had to see her again.

      Her eyes widened and he was reminded of a deer trapped in headlights. “Tomorrow?” She licked her lips nervously.

      “That would be great. How do I find you?”

      “I’ll be at Sidhean.”

      “Shee-an?”

      “Sidhean,” she repeated.

      He nodded. “I know the word. I just wondered why your house is called the fairy knoll.”

      She smiled, a dimple creasing the corner of her mouth. “Because the cottage is built on one.”

      “I see.” And somehow he did.

      She looked down at her dog. “Shall we head home?” Mac wagged his tail in response, and with a wave to Finn, she turned to go.

      He rose, his feet acting of their own accord. “Wait.”

      She turned, cocking her head to one side.

      “I don’t know your name.”

      She dimpled again. “Well, I’m sure I don’t know yours either.”

      “Braedon. Braedon Roche.”

      “I’m Kacy. Kacy Macgrath.” She gave him a last smile and then disappeared through the doorway, Mac following at her heels.

      His heart dropped to his stomach. Kacy Macgrath. He felt physically sick. Kirstin Macgrath Madison. He sank onto the chair, his head spinning.

      Finn appeared at his side. “You look like you could use a refill. Our Kacy has a way of doing that to a man. What can I get you?”

      “Whiskey.” He ran a hand through his hair, his mind in turmoil. “Make it a double.”

      Kacy Macgrath.

      The memory of her soft curves and sensuous green eyes teased him. Oh, God, Kacy Macgrath.

      The woman he’d come back to Ireland to destroy.
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      Enrico Gienelli clutched his carry-on impatiently and inched forward. Passengers were lined up hodgepodge behind the yellow line, passports in hand, waiting for an available Irish customs agent. He hated this part.

      Hated it with a passion.

      Not that there was any chance they’d stop him. And even if they did, he wasn’t carrying anything suspicious. Still, he always worried. Some last little bit of conscience. Not that there was much left. He hadn’t been one of the good guys for a very long time.

      He shrugged mentally and looked at the dowager standing in front of him. Too much blue in the rinse, she resembled a Muppet. Wasn’t there a blue one? He smiled. He should spend more time with his nephew, but the Bronx might as well be a galaxy away from his home in Milan.

      He fidgeted with the handle of his briefcase. What was the holdup? A dark haired man was arguing with a beefy looking woman in uniform. Obviously, he’d done something wrong.

      Rico sighed. Better him than me.

      “Next”

      The blue hair moved forward. Two to go. He felt a trickle of sweat slide down his back. Nervous, he ran a hand beneath his collar. This was ridiculous. He’d been out of Rikers a long time now. Not that he’d been clean exactly. But he’d been careful. Really careful. Well, maybe not as careful as he should have been, but he was going to take care of that.

      Someone behind him was speaking Gaelic. It sounded like gibberish. Damned Irish and their independent ways. Why didn’t they just speak English?

      He grinned. He sounded like an American. Which made sense. He was an American.

      Sometimes.

      He clutched the passport in his left hand. Today he was Italian. His grandmother would be proud. She’d never forgiven his grandfather for making them leave Sicily, and she’d spent the better part of Rico’s childhood making certain he was well versed on the virtues of the old country. A fact that had served him well over the years.

      He glanced at his watch. It was late. He’d be lucky to make it to Lindoon before dark. Not that he was in any hurry to get there. The little village wasn’t exactly a hot spot.

      In fact, as far as he was concerned, Lindoon had only one thing to recommend itself.

      Kirstin Madison.

      At least he hoped it was her. If his informant was right, she was going by Kacy Macgrath. And his instincts told him that if she needed an alias, she had something to hide. He chuckled to himself. He ought to know.

      Of course, there was always the chance that his informant was wrong. He frowned, stroking his moustache. That had better not be the case. He’d paid the man a fortune. If he was wrong, there’d be hell to pay.

      The octogenarian stepped up to the counter. Almost there. He blew out a breath, glancing at the dark haired man still arguing. A terrorist? If so, he was in good company.

      “Next.”

      A bored looking blonde with a wad of gum in her mouth held out a hand. “Passport.” Rico gave her the leather case, his heart beating staccato against his ribs. He really wasn’t good at subterfuge.

      “Eduardo Baucomo?”

      He nodded. She’d butchered the name, but he wasn’t bothered. It wasn’t like it was his.

      “Business or pleasure?”

      He wanted to say both, but held his tongue. In his experience, he’d found that passport control people often lacked a sense of humor. “Pleasure,” he said, thickening his Italian accent for effect.

      “How long?”

      “A week, maybe two.”

      The woman thumbed through the passport, looking for an empty spot. Eduardo had traveled a lot. Finally finding room, she stamped the page and handed the passport back, stifling a yawn. “Next”

      He was through. He heaved a sigh of relief, feeling slightly foolish for all his worrying. No one knew who he was. He’d made sure of it. He headed for the car rental cubicle. He had an appointment to keep—with the elusive Mrs. Madison.
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        * * *

      

      Kacy threw her jacket on the bench in the hall and headed for the kitchen. “What we need is a cup of tea.” She smiled at Mac. “Okay, you can skip the tea, but I could use the company.”

      Mac lifted an ear and Kacy laughed, reaching for the electric kettle. After plugging it in, she threw herself into a chair with a sigh. “Well, you have to admit he was cute.”

      More than cute, actually, Braedon Roche bordered on magnificent. Of course, he’d look better with his shirt unbuttoned, his jeans rumpled, and his hair a mess. She rubbed her fingers against her palm, imagining what it would feel like to run her hands through his hair.

      She groaned, trying to control her feelings. This wasn’t such a good idea. Really dangerous. In all her life she’d let her emotions have full rein only two times. The first, she’d had them handed back to her on a silver platter. A solid silver platter. And the second . . . She felt her stomach tighten and drew in a slow breath, forcing herself to relax.

      The second time had ended in disaster.

      And death.

      She had to face reality. She wasn’t meant to have a relationship—with anyone. Her dog nestled at her feet, his head resting protectively across her ankles. Except Mac. She could love Mac.

      The teakettle whistled and she welcomed the interruption. She steeped the tea, though not enough according to the locals, but the stuff they made could rot a person’s gut. Adding milk, she stirred it, inhaling the scent of bergamot. Earl Grey was her favorite. She took the cup and headed for the front room, Mac trotting at her heels.

      Putting her cup down on the coffee table, she crossed to the fireplace, stirring the carefully banked peat fire with a poker. Small yellow flames licked upward, sending thin tendrils of smoke up the chimney.

      She put the poker back against the wall and leaned down to straighten a stack of magazines that had fallen across the hearth and onto the floor. She shot a look at Mac. “Did you do this?”

      He ignored her, intent on scratching behind one ear.

      “I’ve told you to be careful with that tail,” she scolded with mock severity, restoring the stack to its proper position. She straightened, her eyes falling on the Monet hanging over the sofa. Her Monet. She smiled, for once letting herself feel pride in ownership. It was crooked.

      She leaned across the sofa and righted the painting. There. Perfect. Mac looked up reproachfully. She sat on the sofa, reaching for the dog, giving him a hug. “I didn’t think you did that. Honestly.” She smiled and picked up her mug and a book that lay open on the table.

      The Moon-Spinners. An old friend. She curled up on the sofa, took a sip of tea, and tried to remember what was happening with Nicola and Mark. Nicola thought he was dead. She read a few paragraphs, but found it difficult to concentrate.

      She knew the story, knew it by heart, but somehow, tonight, Mark kept turning into Braedon, his indigo eyes warm and lazy. She sighed. In truth, Braedon Roche didn’t seem like a man who smiled all that often. Maybe she could…she shook her head. The book, she was reading the book.

      Where was she, again? Oh, yes, the body…
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        * * *

      

      Something crashed, glass splintering against wood. Kacy sat up with a start, knocking the book to the floor. She blinked, trying to get her bearings. The fire was burning merrily, Mac was . . . where was Mac? She sat up, all traces of sleep vanishing in an instant.

      She heard Mac growl. Frowning, she tried to force her brain to function cognitively. The bedroom. She’d heard a noise in the bedroom. That must be where the dog was. She grabbed the poker and moved hesitantly into the hall. She could still hear Mac and was relieved that his growl hadn’t intensified to a bark. A good sign surely.

      Taking a deep breath, she strode into the bedroom, brandishing the poker, hoping she looked tougher than she felt. She flipped on the light, blinking at the brightness. Except for Mac, the little room was empty. She released the air in her lungs, surprised to realize she’d been holding her breath.

      The lace curtains blew inward and Kacy followed the material with her eyes, her gaze dropping to the floor by the bed. It was covered with roses.

      Roses.

      She sighed, her hand loosening its death grip on the poker. A vase. It was just a vase. She bent and started picking up the broken crystal and crushed flowers. “I must have heard the vase crashing.” She spoke out loud, as much to herself as to Mac. He came and sat beside her, watching as she cleaned.

      “It was just the wind.” As if to underline the thought, the wind whistled through the window and the curtains billowed. She stood up, dropping the pieces into the trash can.

      “Maybe I need to read something a little less suspenseful.” She smiled at the dog and reached across the table to pull the window closed, firmly pushing the latch into place. “My imagination is working overtime. What do you say we call it a night?” Mac wagged his tail and jumped up onto the bed.

      Her eyes dropped to the picture on the table. Alex. Sun-bronzed and laughing. She picked up the photo, wondering for the millionth time why she kept it.

      A reminder of what a fool she’d been.

      She traced the line of his face with a finger. She’d been so blind. Rushing almost overnight into a marriage based on nothing but empty promises. Believing that he had loved her. That, finally, someone loved her. She fought her tears. Tears of humiliation. All she’d wanted was to share a life with him.

      But all he’d wanted was a possession. A pretty toy. He’d used her body, but ignored her soul. For three months he’d treated her more like a harlot than a wife. And still she’d refused to accept the truth. Instead, she’d tried to win him back, but in the end, she’d driven him away.

      Driven him to his death.

      She clutched the photograph to her chest, the pain of his rejection threatening to engulf her. Even after all this time, she wanted him to love her.

      With a sigh of resignation, she pushed her bitter thoughts aside. She’d come here to put it all behind her. To start again. To build a new life. And staring at her dead husband’s picture was not helping the process.

      She opened the nightstand drawer and shoved the picture to the bottom, a pack of Kleenex covering his face. Maybe another day she’d actually be able to throw it out.

      Maybe.

      She closed her eyes, but she could still see Alex’s face mocking her. He still waited for her in her dreams, taunting her, touching her—hurting her. And always, always, sleep prevented her escape.

      She shook her head, opening her eyes, trying to banish her thoughts. But he was still there, teasing at the corners of her mind. She wondered if she’d ever truly be free of him.

      Sighing, she closed the drawer, then reached over to pat the dog. At least Mac loved her. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      She checked the locks and windows in the rest of the house and shut off all the lights, banking the fire before heading for the bathroom.

      Fifteen minutes later, she was tucked under the covers, Mac’s warm body curled against the small of her back. She reached for the light and paused, realizing her hand was shaking.

      Well, maybe just for tonight.

      She rolled over, leaving the lamp burning, angry with herself for being afraid of the dark.
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        * * *

      

      Braedon pounded his pillow, wondering how long exactly it was going to take him to fall asleep. Maybe it was jet lag. He rearranged the sheets and closed his eyes. A face floated through his mind, complete with dimpled cheek and emerald green eyes. Kacy Macgrath. So much for jet lag.

      He rolled onto his back, locking his fingers behind his head. She was nothing like he’d imagined. And he’d imagined a lot. Some wild combination of Ethel Rosenberg and Marie Antoinette mostly, with a little of the Sharon Stone character from Basic Instinct thrown in for good measure.

      The woman in Finnegan’s Folly was none of the above. At least not based on her appearance, his brain cautioned. Right. And appearances could be deceiving. Hell, he ought to know that. He’d been pretending to be something he wasn’t most of his adult life.

      At least she hadn’t recognized his name. Or his face. He hadn’t even thought about running into her at the pub. Stupid assumption. What the hell had he been thinking coming here? Matthew should have come. His friend was the expert in covert operations. That’s why Braedon had him on the payroll.

      But this was Braedon’s problem, his reputation at stake, and he intended to get to the bottom of it. He thought about his encounter with Kacy. Despite his blunder, he’d come out of it okay. She had no idea who he was. Or she was a hell of an actress.

      He thought back over what he knew about her. Nothing, really. The woman seemed to appear for brief moments of time only to disappear so completely it was almost as if she’d never existed. What had Matthew said? A blip on the radar screen. There one moment, gone the next.

      He’d had Matthew run a background check on her, and he’d come up with almost nothing. A grainy photograph that could have been anyone, and some vague memories from staff at an art school in France. She was a chameleon, blending into the background so well, no one seemed to even notice she was there.

      She was evidently as reclusive as she was talented. During one of her brief appearances on the radar, she’d begun to obtain some acclaim for her art restoration. But even then, she’d worked alone and rarely if ever actually appeared in public. And, just as suddenly, she’d disappeared again altogether.

      Even her marriage to Alex seemed odd. The man had been a confirmed playboy. His marriage should have been big news. But Alex hadn’t mentioned it. Granted, Braedon hadn’t talked to him all that often. The galleries pretty much ran themselves. But it seemed reasonable to have expected Alex to have at least mentioned his new wife.

      Hell, it was only after his death that Braedon realized she even existed. And by then she’d managed to disappear again. At the time he hadn’t cared. It was only now, in light of recent developments, that it mattered—her odd behavior taking on a more sinister cast.

      He frowned, trying to put what he knew together with what he’d seen. The pictures didn’t mesh. The reclusive chameleon didn’t jibe with the vibrant woman he’d met in the pub. His instincts rarely failed him, and he had a strong notion he’d either misjudged Kacy Macgrath or seriously underestimated her.

      And worse, he had the feeling he wasn’t going to get any sleep until he figured out which one it was.
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        * * *

      

      The bus’s doors slid shut behind him with a satisfying thunk, the Q101 ’s engine revving as it moved away from the stop. Max Madison bit back a grin. He was free. Free. He breathed deeply. Even with bus fumes, the air smelled better off the island. Traffic moved at a snail’s pace all around him. Pedestrians jostled past him. New Yorkers, dressed to the nines, always in a hurry.

      He looked down at his shabby suit, out of fashion and a little snug. He’d managed to gain weight in prison. Sort of amazing, really, when one considered that the fare was hardly nouvelle cuisine. He straightened his tie and shrugged. Well, at least it was better than a monochromatic jumpsuit adorned with only a number.

      Running a hand through his hair, he scanned the street for the limo. A woman pulled her child closer as they passed him, her eyes wary, watchful. Geez, she thought he was a street person. He looked down at his suit with disgust. Where was Anson? He needed a tailor. Needed a manicure and a haircut, too. Who was he kidding, he needed a whole new life, and he was determined to get it. But first, there were some things he had to attend to.

      A black limo slid silently up to the curb, one tinted window halfway down.

      “Maxie, welcome back.”

      Nadine. He hadn’t expected her to be here.

      The door to the limo opened, and she stepped out, her long legs accentuated by the tight red miniskirt she wore. He felt a rumble of life below his belt. On the other hand, who was he to argue with fate? It had been a hell of a long time since he buried his johnson in anything but his own hand. He licked his lips, already anticipating the ride.

      Nadine reached him just as Anson emerged from behind the wheel. He shrugged and grinned. Max swept the redhead into his arms, winking at his chauffeur over her shoulder. He kissed her thoroughly and then pulled back, his breath coming in short gasps. Damn, he needed it bad. But he needed to talk to Anson more.

      “Nadine, honey, could you go over there and buy me a pint of whiskey?” He pointed to a storefront across the street.

      “I thought you’d be happy to see me.” She pursed her lips in a calculated pout.

      “Sweetie, I am happy to see you.” He placed her hand on the hard bulge of his crotch. “Believe me.” She smiled and tightened her hand. “But first—“ He traced the curve of her breast with a finger. “—I want some whiskey.”

      “Sure, Maxie, whatever.” She ambled off, tottering on her high heels, looking like the bimbo she was. Anson joined him. “What the hell is she doing here?”

      “I couldn’t stop her. She showed up at the brownstone and I figured you wouldn’t want a scene in front of the staff.”

      Max shrugged and smiled. “Well, at least certain parts of her are welcome.”

      Anson grinned. “I take it you’re not talking about her mouth.”

      “Not if it’s empty.” The two men laughed and walked toward the car. Anson was more than a chauffeur, he was Max’s right-hand man. He’d trust Anson with his life. Fact was, he had on more than one occasion.

      The only person he trusted more than Anson was his twin. But Alex was dead. He sobered, his desire metamorphosing into anger. “Did you find her?”

      “Yup. Wasn’t easy, the broad is real good at covering her tracks, but I found her.”

      “Where?” He felt a rush, similar to what he’d felt at the first sight of Nadine. But this was a different kind of lust. Blood lust. For the bitch who killed his brother.

      “Ireland. She’s in some podunk town in Ireland.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as I can be. The chick keeps a low profile.” Anson paused, studying his shoes.

      Max raised an eyebrow. “There’s more?”

      “Yeah. My sources tell me Gienelli is in Ireland, too.”

      “Son of a bitch. If the little greaseball is there, then you can bet we’ve got the right girl.”

      “What girl?” Nadine sauntered up, her red lips almost the same color as her henna dyed hair.

      He wondered what had ever possessed him to get involved with her. She thrust out her chest and pouted provocatively. D cups. They got to him every time. “No one you need to know about.”

      “But I heard Anson telling you about her. You’re going to Ireland to see her, and some guy named Gio something.” Nadine frowned, narrowing her overmascaraed eyes, obviously trying to remember his name.

      Max bit back a surge of irritation and pulled her close, whispering in her ear, “Right now, baby, there’s no one I want but you.” Over her shoulder, he exchanged a knowing look with Anson and took the knife the other man offered him.

      They slid into the car, and Anson shut the door behind them. There was a bottle of champagne on ice. Dom Perignon, bless him. Max reached for the bottle.

      “I thought you wanted whiskey.” Nadine held up the bag, pouting again. God, he hated women.

      “I did.” He opened the bottle she offered and took a long pull. “How about you?” He held out the pint and she looked wistfully at the champagne. “Don’t worry, you can have that, too.” He smiled, loosening his zipper. “But you’ll have to earn it”

      A slow smile spread across her face and she slid to the floor of the limo. Max leaned back, trying not to explode as her mouth closed around his throbbing shaft. Now he remembered why he’d spent time with Nadine.

      He took another drink of the whiskey, closing his eyes, letting the sensations rock through him. It was all a matter of timing.

      Timing.

      He closed his hand around the handle of the knife. It was too bad she’d overheard them. He sighed. Too bad. He arched back, shoving himself deeper into her mouth, the heat and suction threatening to undo him.

      Timing.

      He moaned, lifting his arm. With one quick thrust, he rammed himself down her throat, then pulled out, stabbing her at the base of her throat with the knife. One twist and it was over. He leaned against the seat cushions, gasping for breath, feeling more fulfilled than he’d been in years.

      He hit the button for the window separating him from Anson. Silently it slid open. “I think we’d best make a couple of stops.”

      “Where would you like to go, sir?”

      “The East River might not be a bad idea.” He looked down at the crumpled body on the floor and then back at his chauffeur. “Oh, and I think I’d like to call on my tailor.”

      He slid the window shut and reached for the champagne, popping the cork. Filling a glass, he toasted himself. “One down, one to go.”
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“Pulse-pounding suspense and sensual romance.”
~NYT bestselling author J. Kenner
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